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Foreword
A Message from Michelle
Sport is an integral component of Australian
society and has been a consistent feature
in my life, whether as a youngster, cheering
from the sideline, or as a participant,
playing in team and individual sports.
As an adult I moved my involvement in
sport back to the sideline, however, not
just as a spectator, but as a contributor.
As a result, I have coached, managed,
scored, and worked as an administrator,
mentor and spokesperson.
Given my experience and expertise in
gender equity in Australian business and
sport, I have chosen to develop a report
series to serve as a blueprint for industry
leaders and contributors to drive meaningful
change — change that should ultimately
address many of the inequity issues I have
observed throughout my time in workplaces,
both in business and sport.

My observations, in no particular order, are as
follows:
●● It can be challenging for a layperson
(i.e. someone not involved in research,
gender equity, equality and inclusion) 		
to access and interpret the existing 		
literature on gender inequality in 		
sport, so as to inform their actions.

Despite there being a vast body of literature,
data and anecdotes about the woeful
underrepresentation of women in sport,
there are surprisingly few readily available
publications or materials that provide
meaningful and actionable content to inform
and inspire leaders to take action.
As such, when leaders become aware of the
problem of gender inequality, they can struggle
to move from awareness to conversation,
and from conversation to action. Therefore,
in an attempt to bridge the gap between
awareness and action, our approach to this
research has been practical and pragmatic.
This research report is the second publication
of the Advancing Women in Sport Series.
Here, we explore how gender shapes a
person’s experience of work in the sporting
sector and examine the attitudes that
can either help or hinder gender equality
initiatives. We also explain why some men
are not engaging in gender equality action
and provide practical information on how
to engage more men in advancing women.

●● Men dominate the most powerful roles 		
in sport in Australia yet do not appear 		
to be actively engaging in discussions 		
about gender inequality in sport.

On a final note, thank you to those who
participated in this research, whether as a
survey respondent, or as a contributor of
thoughts and suggestions. Our immediate
opportunity is to use your collective
wisdom, insights and suggestions to
ensure the world of sport is inclusive and
fair for all.

●● Without purposeful and intentional 		
discussion about gender equality in 		
sport, particularly at industry and board
level, sport as an industry fails to
leverage the full potential of women 		
from all standpoints, particularly 		
economically.

Michelle Redfern
Founder
Advancing Women in Business & Sport

●● Activity to address gender inequality 		
in sport in Australia at a systems level 		
appears limited.

1.

Voices in the Field
I was lucky early on to be chosen for roles on sport boards and committees by being the right person,
in the right place at the right time. But in truth if I wasn’t the right person, no time or place would have
mattered. My advice to me has been to shed that self-doubt where possible, believe in myself, listen to
the opinions of others and change a point of view as I decide, hear but do not succumb to naysayers
and doubters, be self-reflective but not self-destructive, don’t believe in the so-called “imposter
syndrome”, and never sell myself short or apologise when speaking about who I am, what I do, and
what I believe.

Margot Foster AM | Olympic Medallist 1984, Rowing

Women are paving the way for inclusion in sport, not just through breaking the gender barriers for
participation, but by being open about their sexuality and taking prominent stances on social
justice issues. We value the positive impact of diversity and inclusion, and when women are
represented in all levels of sport — in playing groups, employment, and on boards and committees —
we see ripple effects throughout not just sport, but also the wider community.

James Lolicato & Jason Ball Directors and Co-founders, Pride Cup Australia

While my personal skills and experience have enabled me to pursue a career in sport, society’s push for
gender diversity in leadership has undoubtedly assisted me to acquire senior level roles within my club.
Research is important because what gets measured, gets done. It is impossible to ignore the fact that
gender diversity brings about better outcomes for all.

Marina Go Former Chair of the Wests Tigers, NRL | Former Independent Director,
Netball Australia
As more women move into leadership roles within the sporting sector, both on and off the field, it
is useful to reflect on our experiences. Research is essential to help us identify the barriers to, and
enablers of, women’s advancement in sport. By exploring the experiences of women in our industry, we
can grow to become stronger and more equitable.

Emma Sherry President, Tennis Victoria
The gender imbalance traditionally in football is quite prevalent. But still, the facts, when presented
somehow hit you in the face like a tonne of bricks! This research is not only a catalyst for change but a
measure for positive growth.

Sam Butler Executive & Former AFL Footballer, West Coast Eagles
Inequality is a social issue. Without equal access for men and women to a successful career in sport, we’re
falling behind other industries in key areas. This report provides a sobering look at where the issues lie
and provides a framework for all of us to drive towards equality and business success.

Danielle Warby Advocate for Women in Sport

2.

A Snapshot of Gender Inequality in Sport
Despite having the skill, experience and ambition to advance in a career in
sport, women continue to be underrepresented in leadership at all levels
across the sporting sector.i,ii,iii
According to statistics from the Workplace Gender Equality Agency (WGEA), women outnumber
men in the Australian sport and physical recreation industry, making up 57.3% of all employees.
Despite this, men continue to occupy the vast majority of key decision-making roles, making up
92.9% of CEOs, and roughly 71% of Key Management Personnel, General Managers and other
senior level executives.

Women are signiﬁcantly UNDERREPRESENTED in higher-paid senior level roles
WOMEN MAKE UP:

MEN MAKE UP:

7.1%

92.9%

13.6%

86.4%

25.4%

74.6%

CEOs

CEOs

Chairs

Directors

27.3%

Board Members

28.8%

Key Management Personnel

29.1%

Other Executives/General Managers

31.4%

Senior Managers

Chairs

Directors

72.7%

Board Members

71.2%

Key Management Personnel

70.9%

Other Executives/General Managers

68.6%

Senior Managers

So where are all these women who make up the majority of the Australian
sporting sector?
Women are signiﬁcantly OVERREPRESENTED in lower-paid entry and mid-level roles
WOMEN MAKE UP:

58.9%

Non-Managers

69.7%

Clerical & Administration

61.1%

Community & Personal Services

3.

MEN MAKE UP:

41.1%

Non-Managers

30.3%

Clerical & Administration

38.9%

Community & Personal Services

The gender pay gap
The gender pay gap is a contributing factor to the concentration of men and women in different
roles throughout the Australian sporting sector. This is because the gender pay gap has the power
to dictate which roles men and women occupy and whether they participate in full-time or parttime work.

Gender Pay Gaps in Sport and Physical Recreation (%) iv
FULL-TIME

PART-TIME

CASUAL

Managers
All Managers
Key Management Personnel
Other Executive/ General Managers
Senior Managers

28.7

-3.8

N/A

26.7

N/A

N/A

27.9

N/A

N/A

20.1

N/A

N/A

Other Managers

14.2

3.1

N/A

Non-Managers
All Non-Managers
Clerical and Administration
Community and Personal Service
Machinery Operators and Drivers
Sales
Professionals
Technicians and Trade
Labourers
Total Remuneration

31.3

-4.7

-3.3

-1.8

-9.0

10.1

51.4

-3.7

-7.5

N/A

N/A

N/A

-0.1

-1.0

-2.0

16.6

-25.2

28.0

10.7

11.0

-1.3

15.7

6.1

3.4

31.5

-4.5

-3.3

Note: Positive percentages represent a gender pay gap in favour of men and negative percentages represent a
gender pay gap in favour of women.

In the Australian sport and physical recreation industry, the total remuneration gender pay gap
for full-time employees is 31.5% in favour of men, whereas the gap for part-time and casual
employees favours women, with gender pay gaps of -4.5% and -3.3% respectively. Therefore, it is
unlikely men will want to share full-time and senior level employment by taking up more part-time
and casual work when they themselves would become the victims of wage inequality.
Furthermore, due to the distribution of wage inequality across the sporting sector, men and
women are often pressured to adopt more traditional notions of parenting. This is because when
it comes to raising children, it is often the most economically viable option for men to advance in
their careers, while women suppress their own long-term job opportunities, earning profiles and
career interests to raise children.
Therefore, a large part of advancing women in business and sport will be to remove all gender
wage gaps; those that favour men, as well as those that favour women.

4.

Introduction to Our Research
In the first report of the Advancing Women in Sport Series, ‘Moving Gender Diversity from
Conversation to Action’, we outlined the social and organisational benefits of advancing women,
and explored the cultural and systemic factors that reinforce and reproduce gender inequality in
sport. This time we went further, conducting our own research to understand how gender shapes
the attitudes and experiences of men and women working in the Australian sporting sector.
We understand, for any initiative intending to have a profound social and organisational impact,
research is always essential to understand the reality for those whose lives it hopes to change.
Therefore, in order to close the gap between men and women working in the sporting sector,
research will be necessary to truly understand the issue of gender inequality in sport.
While there have been efforts to improve the conditions for women in Australian sport, little has
been done, especially in recent years, to understand how men and women (particularly off the field)
perceive and experience gender in sport. Our aim has been to fill this gap, inviting researchers and
the like to explore what we have found to be fertile terrain for further research. After all, we have
only just scraped the surface.

Our research
In October of 2018, we released a survey designed to gauge people’s attitudes towards
gender (in)equality in sport, and to understand how gender has influenced their experience
of work in the Australian sporting sector. Through a method of purposive sampling, which
involved advertising on social media, connecting with people through sporting networks, and
contacting sporting organisations and clubs, we were able to collect 872 responses.
Of those who chose to disclose their gender, 444 identified as female, 237 identified
as male, and 10 identified as gender variant/non-binary.1 Respondents were also from
a diversity of sporting backgrounds, including Australian Rules Football, Athletics,
Basketball, Martial Arts, Cricket, Hockey, Netball, Rugby League, Rugby Union, Soccer,
Swimming, Tennis, and more.2
Based on our research, we found women were more likely to report their gender as negatively
influencing their careers. We also found, while people generally believe women have the skill and
experience to be in senior level roles in sport, and women often express a desire to advance
in their careers, women tend to feel there are not enough opportunities to advance in their
organisation/industry.

Due to the small number of gender diverse participants, we were unable to draw inferences about gender
diverse people. We acknowledge that gender inequality in sport is experienced by people who do not
conform to a binary notion of gender. Whilst this is not discussed in the research, we believe that tackling
gender inequality for men and women in sport will pave the way for a more robust conversation about gender
inequality to be more inclusive for gender diverse people.
1

Although we had a significant number of participants involved in Australian Rules Football above any
other sport, we did not find this to skew our statistics. That is to say, the research does not represent the
culture of Australian Rules Football, but rather that of sport more generally.
2

5.

On a more positive note, it was also found that the majority of both male and female respondents
were aware of the presence and problem of gender inequality. Respondents not only felt
that gender inequality in sport should be addressed, they also saw themselves as personally
responsible for making such change. In this way, people demonstrated a profound sense of
urgency and accountability around matters of gender (in)equality in sport.
Yet even though our respondents, like those of similar research, held mostly progressive and
egalitarian views of gender, change has been relatively slow to address gender inequality in
sport. Based on our findings and the existing literature, we believe change has been unwieldy
due to low male participation and engagement in gender equality. We suspect this may be due
to a combination of men’s reluctance, ambivalence, ignorance,
or indifference towards matters of gender (in)equality.
We also question the influence of political correctness in debates
about gender (in)equality and call for more safe spaces in which
men and women can voice their opinions openly and honestly.
This does not deny the need for social sensitivity, especially in the
face of diversity, but rather calls into question whether gender
inequality has become a highly sensitive topic, and whether this
is causing men to disengage from the subject.
We also suspect that male disengagement from the debate is
both caused by and causing differences in the ways that men and
women perceive gender (in)equality. That is to say, without equal
engagement in matters of gender (in)equality, men and women will
struggle to come to an agreement about what constitutes gender
(in)equality. Complexly, it may be this difference of opinion that
again reinforces men’s disengagement from such matters.
Based on our research, the opinions of men and women diverged
particularly around gender equality initiatives. For example,
women were more likely than men to believe gender equality is
something we need to strive towards, whereas men were more
likely to feel gender equality already exists. Men were also less
likely than women to believe such initiatives serve the interests of
both men and women.

...gender
inequality
is a social
issue that
affects and
needs to be
addressed
by both
men and
women

We took from this the importance of reassuring men that gender
equality serves the interests of both men and women. For this reason, we provide an explanation
of why gender inequality is a social issue that affects and needs to be addressed by both men and
women. We also draw from the work of the Diversity Council Australia to provide information on
how to get more men involved in gender equality work.
Research in this area will need to keep up with society’s ever-changing needs, to ensure gender
equality initiatives are relevant, up-to-date, and evidence-based. For this reason, following
discussions of our findings, we provide suggestions for further research into gender and the
Australian sporting sector.

6.

Gender and the Experience of Work
in the Australian Sporting Sector
We asked our survey participants to reflect on how gender
has influenced their careers in the Australian sporting sector in
terms of employability, career advancement, feelings of inclusion
and support, salary, and opportunity to take up key projects.
On average, women were almost 4 times more likely than men
to report their gender as a negative influence on their careers.

women were almost

7 times

more likely than men

to report their gender as
negatively influencing
their salary

According to our research, approximately 1 in 3 women report their
gender as negatively influencing their opportunity to be promoted and how
fast they have advanced in their careers. This is reflected in the hard facts that tell us women
in the sporting sector represent a mere 7.1% of CEOs and roughly 29% of Key Management
Personnel, General Managers and other senior level executives.v
We also found women were almost 7 times more likely than men to report gender as a negative
influence on their salaries. Their perceived experience of wage inequality is again supported by
the statistics that tell us the gender wage gap in the sporting sector for full-time employees is
31.5% — roughly 10% more than the average of all industries.
We also compared how gender has influenced the experience for women working in different
roles throughout the sporting sector. Interestingly, female athletes were the least likely to report
their gender as negatively influencing their experience of work. It is worth mentioning, however,
this finding was derived from the response of a small pool of female athletes, and so continued
research in this area will be necessary to further validate this point.
However, on this note, there have been a number of initiatives to increase female participation
in sport, as well as efforts to increase sponsorship and media attention for female athletes. We
suspect this may have at least improved the experience for women on the field, though has
failed to permeate the experience for women off the field. Therefore, efforts must be targeted
to address gender inequality in all areas of employment across the sporting sector, from athletes,
to administrators, to CEOs.

How gender shapes the experience of work in the sporting sector
Response to the following questions based on gender:

In the sporting sector, do you believe your gender has/has had a positive negative influence on:

Male (%)

Female (%)

Positive

Neutral

Negative

Positive

Neutral

Negative

Your opportunity to gain paid employment?

29.2

61.9

8.9

20

56.3

23.7

Your opportunity to be promoted?

24.2

66.9

8.9

14.4

51.2

34.3

How quickly you have advanced into roles
with more power and responsibility?

20.3

73.3

6.4

14.9

52.8

32.3

Whether you feel included and supported?

25

66.1

8.9

23.5

45.8

30.7

Your salary?

13.7

79.4

6.9

8.2

49.4

42.4

Your opportunity to take up key projects?
Average %

17.9

74.5

7.7

23.3

55.5

21.2

21.7

70.3

7.9

17.4

51.9

30.8

7.

Women Have Enough Skill, Experience and Drive to
be in Leadership...But Where are the Opportunities?
Our research tells us that people generally believe women have the skill and experience to be
in key decision-making roles, and that women want to advance in their careers and aspire to
become top executives within their organisation/industry.

Percentage of respondents who agreed/strongly agreed
to the following statement

Generally speaking, men
and women are equally
as skilled and experienced
to be in key decisionmaking roles.

AGREE/STRONGLY AGREE

89%

NEITHER AGREE/DISAGREE

AGREE/
STRONGLY AGREE

DISAGREE/STRONGLY DISAGREE

Percentage of men and women who agreed/strongly agreed
to the following questions

Q

Would you like to advance
in your career by taking up a
role with more responsibility?

0

10

20

30

40

50

WOMEN (%)

Q

Would you like to someday be
a top executive in the sporting
sector?

0

10

20

WOMEN (%)

60

70

80

MEN (%)

30

40

50

60

70

80

MEN (%)

8.

Despite this, women continue to face barriers, preventing them from advancing in their careers.
This was most evident when, gender aside, participants were asked whether they personally
felt there had been sufficient opportunities for them to advance in their organisation/industry.
While men were significantly more likely to agree/strongly agree, women were far more likely to
disagree/strongly disagree.

Response from men and women to the following question:

Q

Do you feel there are enough opportunities for you to advance in your
organisation/industry?

AGREE/STRONGLY AGREE

NEITHER AGREE/DISAGREE
DISAGREE/STRONGLY DISAGREE
0

10

WOMEN (%)

20

30

40

50

MEN (%)

If women have the skill, experience and drive to
be in senior executive roles, then why are there
not more opportunities for them to advance?
In recent years, there has been effort on the part of organisations and governments to increase
female leadership.vi However, the focus has largely been on increasing women’s skill and
experience through programs and mentoring, rather than removing the systemic barriers that
prevent women from acquiring leadership within their organisation/club. For this reason, we are
often left with highly capable and driven women who, due to cultural and structural barriers,vii
are unable to move up into roles with more responsibility and power.
Therefore, in order for women to advance in sport, we must provide opportunities for them
to build skill and experience, while simultaneously breaking down the systemic barriers that
prevent them from climbing the career ladder.

9.

Some Good News:
The Message is Getting through
Our research tells us that people are generally progressive and egalitarian in how they view
gender in sport. Although gender inequality was more readily identified by female participants,
we found a general consensus among both men and women that gender inequality exists and is
a problem that requires resolution.3

Percentage of respondents who agreed/strongly agreed
to the following statements:

Gender inequality
exists and is a
problem

I have a role to
play in achieving
gender equality

AGREE/STRONGLY AGREE

74%

AGREE/
STRONGLY AGREE

88%

AGREE/
STRONGLY AGREE

NEITHER AGREE/DISAGREE
DISAGREE/STRONGLY DISAGREE

AGREE/STRONGLY AGREE
NEITHER AGREE/DISAGREE
DISAGREE/STRONGLY DISAGREE

There was also consensus around women’s desire to advance in their careers in sport, with 79.3%
of men and 88.1% of women agreeing/strongly agreeing that women are equal to men in their
desire to be promoted or employed into leadership. More than 96% of all participants also agreed/
strongly agreed that men and women are equally fit to be leaders. Therefore, the majority of our
participants not only recognise that women want to advance in their careers, they also believe
women are capable of doing so.
When it came to matters of gender inequality in sport, participants also demonstrated a strong sense
of accountability – with 88.2% of all participants agreeing/strongly agreeing with the statement “I
have a role to play in achieving gender equality” – as well as a sense of urgency – with 77.1% of all
participants believing gender equality should be a priority for their sporting organisation/industry.
As such, gender equality initiatives tend to be viewed with positivity, with the majority (83.9%) of
respondents agreeing that workplace gender diversity initiatives are a good thing.

3

See appendix (p.21) for table on ‘Attitudes Towards Gender (In)equality in Sport.’

10.

So why is change so slow?
If so many of us know gender inequality exists and is a problem that requires fixing, then why are
the statistics still so alarming when it comes to female representation among our key decisionmakers in the sporting sector? According to comparable research, while Australians are united in
their view that gender inequality remains a problem in today’s society, Australia features complex
and contradictory value systems that present challenges to closing the gender gap.viii
According to the 50/50 by 2030 Foundation, there are three distinct voices in the gender equality
debate, including those from the traditional view, the moderate view and the progressive view.
ix
While the progressive view drives social change, aspects of the moderate and traditional view
prevent men from engaging in gender equality affairs.
Our findings mirror those of the 50/50 by 2030 Foundation, in that the majority of our
respondents held predominantly progressive and moderate views of gender equality. As
discussed, the progressive voice came through in our research, with the majority of respondents
believing gender inequality exists and is a problem that needs to be addressed. In contrast, the
moderate voice also came through, particularly in responses that we believe were influenced
by “political correctness” and backlash towards change initiatives.
The absence of the traditional voice in our research may be due to the limitations of
our reach, as we failed to garner equal participation from men and women across the
sporting sector – with 64.3% of participants being female, and 34.3% being male.
It is unlikely our research captures the voice of traditionalists, or those who deny, downplay, or
excuse gender inequality, as they may be disinterested or reluctant to participate, especially
should they suspect the research may challenge their position or worldview.

The traditional view

Revolves around negative perceptions of women in leadership,
with a traditional view of women in the workplace and home.

The moderate view

Combines an egalitarian set of views and values around
gender equality with concern for what is believed to be the
growing importance of “political correctness”. This view is
often intertwined with a desire for greater focus on men’s, as
well as women’s rights, freedom of speech, and more inclusive
conversations around gender equality.

The progressive view

Emphasises the need for concerted policy action to address
gender inequality in society.

While low male participation may be partly due to survey distribution among female dominated
networks, it reflects the reach of the gender equality movement itself – with the majority of its followers
and advocates being women. Lack of male respondents may certainly mean less information upon
which to draw inferences around the experiences and attitudes of men in sport, however, it is in itself
a finding that reflects men’s general disengagement from gender equality.

11.

Why are some men not engaging in gender equality?
Low male engagement in gender equality can be linked to a number of factors, some of which came
through in the ways men and women responded to the survey.
Based on our research, we believe men are not engaging in gender equality in sport as much as women
due to ambivalence, ignorance, indifference, or reluctance to share an opinion that may be subject
to scrutiny. In correspondence with the research of the 50/50 by 2030 Foundation, we also believe
fears around political correctness are preventing men from participating openly and honestly in the
debate.

Who participated in the survey?
MALE
FEMALE
GENDER VARIANT/
AMBIGUOUS/
NON-BINARY

Mid-range responses: A sign of ambivalence, ignorance, indifference or reluctance?
Of the men who did participate in the survey, they were more likely than women to neither agree
nor disagree when responding to statements designed to gauge their attitudes towards gender (in)
equality, and often responded ‘neutrally’ when asked how gender had shaped their experiences in
work. Mid-range responses on the part of male respondents may be an indication that some men:
●● Have not yet developed an opinion about gender (in)equality
●● Are ignorant towards or less critical of gender inequality
●● Are indifferent towards matters of gender (in)equality
●● Are reluctant to disclose an opinion in fear that it may be used against them or against 		
men in general
These may also be the reasons as to why our research into gender inequality in sport, and the
gender equality movement in general, have failed to engage more men.

12.

Is “political correctness” at play?
Low male participation and mid-range responses may also be linked to what is understood
as the growing importance of political correctness. According to research, there is increasing
concern from men that political correctness benefits women and stifles freedom of speech,
leading to men and boys feeling increasingly excluded from the debate, and from measures to
improve gender equality.x
Due to concerns around political correctness, we suspect gender inequality has become a sensitive
topic, obscuring our ability to have genuine and productive conversations. This was evident in
contradictions that emerged in how participants responded to the following statements:

Men make better leaders than do women

Men and women are equally fit to be leaders

Women make better leaders than do men

Gender

Disagree/
Strongly
Disagree

Neither
Agree/
Disagree

Agree/
Strongly
Agree

Male

75%

23.3%

1.7%

Female

91.9%

7.7%

0.5%

Male

1%

3.1%

95.9%

Female

2.2%

1.1%

96.8

Male

52.6%

44.4%

3.1%

Female

41.9%

49.7%

8.3%

While the majority of respondents agreed that men and women are equally fit to be leaders,
contradictions emerged when most respondents (both male and female) disagreed that men
make better leaders than do women, yet only about half as many disagreed that women make
better leaders than do men.
It should logically follow, if 96% of respondents agree that men and women are equally fit to be
leaders, then 96% of respondents should also disagree to both statements ‘men make better
leaders than do women’ and ‘women make better leaders than do men’. However, 7% of all
respondents agreed that women make better leaders than do men, whereas only 1% agreed
that men make better leaders than do women.
It may be that, due to concerns around political correctness, men are hesitant to disagree to
the statement ‘women make better leaders than do men’ in fear that it may be misconstrued
to imply women are not capable leaders or that men are instead more suited to leadership.
On the other hand, women may be more likely to agree that women make better leaders than
do men to promote female leadership, as they may feel it has been rare and/or undervalued.
As such, men and women have over-compensated, leading to reverse sexism and gender bias.
Therefore, while it is important to remain sensitive to the needs and concerns of diverse people,
it is also important to stick to the guiding principles of gender equality: equal value of and
respect for all people, regardless of gender.

13.

Differences in how men and women perceive gender inequality
It may be that male disengagement from gender equality is both caused by and causing
differences in the ways that men and women perceive gender (in)equality. That is to say, without
equal partcipation in conversations about gender (in)equality, men and women develop different
opinions about what constitutes gender (in)equality. Consequently, it may be this difference of
opinion that causes men to disengage from the debate, as they may feel they cannot settle on
an agreement.
Based on our research, men and women at times held diverging views of gender (in)equality.
For example, women were more likely than men to believe gender equality is something we
need to strive towards, whereas men were more likely to feel gender equality already exists.
This was evident in our finding that men were almost twice as likely as women to believe men
and women are equal in their opportunity to be promoted, whereas women were more likely to
perceive fewer opportunities for women to be promoted than there are for men.
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Women (80%) were also more likely than men (59.3%) to believe workforce diversity (i.e.
employees with a broad range of perspectives and experiences based on their ethnicity, gender,
age, etc.) should be a high priority. This may not only be due to the fact that women perceive
a personal advantage in workforce diversity, but also that women tend to demonstrate higher
levels of social sensitivityxi and may therefore be more sensitive to the needs and concerns of
people with diverse backgrounds.
In contrast, men (73.4%) were more likely than women (60.9%) to believe actions were already
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being taken to address gender inequality in their organisation/club.4 While many organisations
and clubs are taking action to promote gender equality, it may be that women feel the actions
taken have been inadequate to deal with the embedded nature of gender inequality in sport. On
the contrary, men may be feeling particularly threatened or impacted by gender equality initiatives,
as almost a third of male participants felt that men are becoming or will be disadvantaged due to
change initiatives. Men may therefore be more sensitive to the impact of gender equality initiatives,
however slight.
Furthermore, of those who do not believe their organisation/club is taking action to address
gender inequality, 80.5% of women believe it should, whereas only 55.6% of men were of the
same opinion. Based on our research, men may be less supportive of gender equality initiatives,
as they were less likely than women to believe such initiatives serve the interests of both men
and women. As previously noted, they were also more likely than women to believe men are
becoming or will be disadvantaged due to gender equality initiatives.
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We take from this the importance of reassuring men that gender equality serves not only the
interests of women, but also the interests of men. After all, despite common belief, gender
inequality is not simply a “women’s issue”, rather it is a social issue that affects and needs to be
addressed by both men and women.
It was initially suspected that men may be more aware of the actions taken by their organisation/ club to promote gender
equality, as they are more often in key decision-making roles. However, upon isolating the opinions of men and women in
higher level roles, a difference of almost 10% still remained (70.4% of men and 60.9% of women in the three most senior
level roles said their organisation/club had implemented a change initiative to address gender inequality)
4
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Why Gender Inequality is Also a “Men’s Issue”
Although the movement towards gender equality has been an integral part of the women’s
movement and feminism, and for a large part has been driven by women for women, there is
increasing emphasis on the role of men in helping to create a society that is more gender equal.xii

The cost of gender inequality for men
Gender inequality lies at the heart of both men’s and women’s issues. While men tend to benefit
from the gender hierarchy, mostly in material rewards and interpersonal power, many pay the
price of poor emotional and physical wellbeing. For example, men across the world have a
shorter life expectancy than women and, in Australia, are approximately three times more likely
than women to die due to suicide.xiii
This is in part for the reason that society holds idealistic views of masculinity, and while these
views are generally positively perceived, they place immense pressure on men to live up to strict
standards of masculine character (e.g. strong, dominant, hard-working, etc.). It is especially
difficult for those who do not conform to culturally idealised forms of masculinity, and who
therefore do not necessarily benefit from the status they may bring.
Gender equality serves to distribute power and responsibility equally among men and women,
redefining constricting conceptions of masculinity and femininity. This should effectively take
pressure off men, while empowering women to share control over how society, politics and the
economy is organised.

Quality of life
Boys and men coexist with girls and women, as friends, family members and colleagues.
Therefore, it should be in the interest of boys and men to better the lives of the girls and women
with whom they connect day in, day out. This should effectively enhance the quality of their
relationships and therefore the quality of their own lives.
Furthermore, wage equality will encourage men and women to share work, enabling men in
dual earning families to spend less time at work and more time with family. This will allow men
to reap the benefits of shorter working weeks and to build on their relationships with their
children — again, enhancing the quality of their lives.

Organisational success
Research has found strong links between gender balanced boards and better business outcomes,
from better corporate decision-making and organisational performance to improved economic
results.xiv,xv Therefore, it is in the interest of male (and female) stakeholders and employees to
improve their organisations by having a stronger emphasis on gender equality.
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Why are men key players in changing the game?
Men have the power to influence society at every level. They are not only powerful in numbers
(making up roughly 50% of the population), but also as role models, decision-makers and
community leaders. Tackling gender inequality at every level will require us to gather male
support for gender equality.

Getting men on board
Without involving men in the movement towards gender equality, we burden women with the sole
responsibility to make change, and intensify the divide between men and women.
So how do we get more men on board? According to the Diversity Council Australia,xvi there
are ten principles that organisations can adopt to engage men on issues of gender equality.
They are as follows:

1 | Get the foundation right

Engage men and women in gender equality as active
and equal partners.

2 | Get the framing right

Treat gender equality as an organisational issue, not
a women’s issue.

3 | Go wide

Highlight and address all areas of gender inequality
(i.e. paid work, power and decision making, financial
security, personal safety, interpersonal work
relationships, caring, and community involvement).

4 | Encourage men and women

Empower men and women to take action to
challenge and change gender-biased organisational
policies and practices.

5 | Educate about how to lead
change effectively

Put time and money into gender equality initiatives,
be visible and persistent, and lead by example. If in
doubt, always go back to the facts.

6 | Get the messaging right

Appeal to men as well as women.
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7 | Engage a diversity of men and
at every level

Include men with diverse backgrounds (e.g. age,
sexuality, culture, etc.) and in different roles and
levels across the organisation.

8 | Make the connection between
work and home

Implement change in organisational cultures and
policies to encourage gender equality in childrearing
and family care.

9 | Make the connection between
work and communities

Highlight how positive organisational change can
impact society and the community more broadly.

10 | Build individuals’ gender
confidence and capability

Provide opportunities for both men and women to
transform their mindsets, biases, and behaviours,
and to build skill.

Remember...
While engaging men is crucial to achieve gender equality, it is also important to remember: xvii

●● Engaging men is not a “magic bullet” for gender equality
●● Avoid putting men on a pedestal for engaging in gender equality
●● Maintain female focused initiatives
(e.g. women-only and women-focused programs)
●● Encourage men to keep personal attitudes and behaviours in
check, rather than championing organisational change alone
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Conclusions
Our research has shed light on the gendered experience of work in the Australian sporting sector,
highlighting the need for more concerted efforts to address gender inequality for women in
sport on and off the field. The research therefore reassures us of our commitment to advancing
women across the industry; from athletes, to administrators, to CEOs.
We also found that, although members of the sporting sector are generally of the opinion that
women have the skill, experience and drive to be in leadership, women continue to face barriers
to advance in their careers in sport. Advancing Women fills this gap, providing quality leadership
development alongside tailored, practical and pragmatic solutions for leaders to close their
organisation’s gender pay gap(s). As such, leaders will open the gate to talent by breaking down
the systemic barriers that prevent women from progressing into the next stages of their careers.
Our findings also paralleled those of comparable research, in that people mostly hold progressive
and egalitarian views on gender equality. Despite this, change has been slow to address gender
inequalities in sport. We believe this is due to the relative lack of male participation in gender
equality, which may be caused by feelings of ambivalence, ignorance, indifference, or reluctance
towards gender equality.
Furthermore, based on our research, we believe male disengagement from gender equality
is in part due to apprehension caused by increasing emphasis on political correctness, and
is both causing and caused by disparities in the ways men and women perceive gender
(in)equality. In order to develop a shared vision of gender equality, we must ensure debates are
multidimensional and productive. This will require creating safe spaces in which men and women
can voice their opinions openly and honestly.
Gender equality can only be achieved if men and women together participate in its construction,
both conceptually and substantially. Advancing Women facilitates this through open dialogue
between men and women across all levels of the organisation, so that men and women can
equally and actively engage in gender equality. After all, without open and honest conversations,
we will fail to achieve social change and social justice for all.

Limitations and suggestions for further research
While each sport likely possesses different problems and varying levels of gender inequality,
we were unable to draw inferences specific to particular sports. This was because survey
respondents were able to select multiple sports with which their work is affiliated. For those
who selected multiple sports, we could not be sure of their level of involvement in each, and
were therefore unable to determine whether a response reflected their experience in sport
generally, or in some/one more than others. Research with a focus on specific sports will be
fruitful to understand how gender inequality differs across sports, enabling a more tailored
approach to gender equality initiatives.
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Due to the nature of purposive sampling, we were also unable to generalise our findings to the
wider population of the sporting sector. We suggest further quantitative research in this area,
using a more powerful sampling technique (i.e. probability sampling). In which case, may this
serve as preliminary research that presents promising avenues for new research.
On this note, while quantitative research is useful to understand the bigger picture, qualitative
research is necessary to understand the finer details of gender inequality in sport. For us, the
next step will be to unleash the power of stories—collecting and retelling stories from women
across the sporting sector to ensure they are not a mere statistic in our minds.

20.

Appendix:
Attitudes Towards Gender (In)equality in Sport
% of men and women who agreed/strongly agreed to the following statements
Male

Female

All5

63.1

82.3

74.5

Gender inequality is a problem

59.5

82.2

73.9

My organisation/ club should implement a change initiative to address
gender inequality

51.3

64.3

59.2

Women tend to have equal opportunity to be promoted when compared
with men

55.1

23.1

32.8

Women tend to have fewer opportunities to be promoted than do men

29.1

65.8

53.6

Women tend to have more opportunities to be promoted than do men

11.2

4.8

7

Women want to be promoted or employed into leadership positions just
as much as men do

79.3

88.1

84.6

I have a role to play in achieving gender equality

86.9

90.5

88.2

Women don’t want to be promoted or employed into leadership
positions as much as men do

5.1

5.2

5.2

When compared with men, women often don’t have the relevant skills or
experience to be in leadership positions

5.6

4.3

4.7

Achieving gender equality is not a priority right now

4.7

7.5

6.5

78.8

89.4

83.9

29.4

8.4

15.9

Hiring/promoting more women into leadership will be disruptive to the
organisation/ club

3.4

4.1

4.7

Men make better leaders than do women

1.7

0.5

0.9

95.9

96.8

96.2

3.1

8.3

7.1

Hiring/ promoting more women into leadership will be good for the
organisation/ club

63.8

79.0

72.8

Workforce diversity (i.e. employees with a broad range of perspectives
and experiences based on their ethnicity, gender, age, etc.) should be a
top priority

59.3

80.0

72

11.5

10.0

10.6

74.0

88.1

82.4

85.1

91.0

89.4

Gender inequality exists

Workplace gender diversity initiatives are a good thing
Men are becoming or will be disadvantaged due to change initiatives
(e.g. gender targets, women’s networking and programs)

Men and women are equally fit to be leaders
Women make better leaders than do men

We should continue business as usual
Gender equality initiatives serve the interests of both men and women
Generally speaking, men and women are equally as skilled and
experienced to be in key decision-making roles

Note: Significant differences between male and female responses are indicated using arrows:  indicates that
the percentage s significantly higher among a group of respondents, whereas  indicates that the percentage is
significantly lower among a group of respondents.
5

This category incorporates the responses of all survey respondents, including those who chose not to disclose their gender.
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