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ABSTRACT
This paper presents an overview of five topics related to gender equity and sports. These topics include (a) history of
gender equity in sports and Title IX, (b) gender equity in sport governance, (c) gender equity issues in athletics, (d)
gender equity, sports participation, and Title IX, (e) and gender equity in coed sports. For each topic, the author
presents an overview as well as a reason for selecting the topic. Further, the author presents information about the
importance of each topic to gender equity in sports, plus any relevant social, ethical, or legal concerns.
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INTRODUCTION
Gender equity has been an issue in society since the beginning of time. In recorded history, one can find many
accounts of where women faced issues of equity in relationships, their career, education, and athletic opportunities.
The purpose of this paper is to explore the history that surrounds the issues of gender equity in sport, what actions
have been taken to provide equal opportunity for women in sports, the current issues facing women in sports today,
the research surrounding the issues pertaining to gender equity in sport, and also to discuss the findings and present
recommendations for further research in this area.

Title IX was initially enacted by the federal government to ensure equal educational opportunities for males and
females, but eventually it was used to create equal opportunities for women in sports. Title IX was monumental in
increasing the participation of women in sports, but women still face scrutiny and stereotyping because of social
norms, which define women as being fragile, less capable, and passive. Furthermore, sport has always been seen
as a masculinized entity, and therefore, women are perceived as intruding on male boundaries. Recent and past
research has shown that having a more balanced male and female board in sports governance contributes to a
better work environment.

While Title IX has created more opportunities in sport for women, it has done very little to reduce the stereotypical
image of women in sports. Further, it has done little to help establish equal opportunities in sport governance and
the pressures women face in a hegemonic masculinized sport organization. It is necessary to reduce the stereotype
that women are not equal to men in sports and sports governance because although women are mostly given an
equal opportunity, they are still less likely to participate in sports or to be given equal opportunities in sports
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governance because of gender discrimination and gender stereotypes.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
History of Gender Equity in Sports and Title IX
Title IX of the Omnibus Education Act was enacted in 1972 by the United States Congress to ensure that institutions
were providing equal opportunities for male and female students at higher education institutions that received
federal funding (13). The Title IX Statute states, “No person in the United States shall, on the basis of sex, be
excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any education
program or activity receiving federal financial assistance” (20). Exceptions to Title IX include educational institutions
that traditionally admit members of only one sex, institutions that train individuals for military service, and institutions
whose compliance with Title IX would violate religious beliefs (20).

Furthermore, it did not specifically refer to athletic opportunities when it was first developed; however, subsequent
interpretations and court cases set the tone that opportunities in athletics are also to be upheld to this standard (13).
Further continuations of Title IX involved the 1975 Title IX regulations and the 1979 Policy Interpretation: Title IX and
Intercollegiate Athletics, which were both issued by the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare: Office of Civil
Rights, and the 1996 Clarification of Intercollegiate Athletic Policy Guidance: The Three Part Test, issued by the U.S.
Department of Education: Office of Civil Rights (11). This test (11) presents the following key points:
1. Are participation opportunities substantially proportionate to enrollment?
2. Is there a history and continuing practice of program expansion for the underrepresented sex?
3. Is the institution fully and effectively accommodating the interests and abilities of the underrepresented sex?

Also, as it relates to sports participation, the general rule in both contact and non-contact sports is that when only
one team is available, both sexes must be allowed to try out for and play on the team. If there is a contact sport
where no women’s team is available, the trend is to allow women to participate on the men’s team (20). Further, the
HEW regulations under Title IX permit an athletic department that receives federal funds to maintain separate teams
for each sex if selection for the teams is based on competitive skill or if the sport involved is a contact sport (20).

Gender Equity in Sport Governance
As was previously mentioned, women face gender equity issues as athletes and as sport governance officials.
There is a lack of women in leadership positions in sport due to the fact that sport is a gendered institution and that
all processes operate within a hegemonic masculine norm (3). Furthermore, sport institutions have institutionalized
masculinity as the operating principle within sport, which identifies male activity as privileged, and reinforcing
masculinity and masculine behavior as acceptable leadership qualities required in sport (3). Therefore, it is said that
gender inequality has become an institutionalized practice within sport organizations.

Women hold only 33% of general manager positions within the Women’s National Basketball Association, and
outside of the U.S., women are less likely to hold leadership positions in sports, including volunteer and professional
level organizations (3). Furthermore, the International Olympic Committee has only recently met its self-imposed
threshold of at least 20% women as members of the board (17). Within national Olympic governing bodies (NGBs),
85.3% of those governing bodies are composed of all male leadership teams, and 14.1% have male/female
leadership teams, whereas only one (.5%), Zambia, has an all female leadership team (17). Based on this data, one
can see the leadership positions in sports organizations are skewed towards male leadership, and this supports the
notion of masculinity in sports as well as masculine leadership in sport.

Hegemonic masculinity is an operating principle within sport organizations that restricts women’s access to
leadership positions within sport (3). Based on a study (23) on the influence of hegemonic masculinity on the rate of
advancement of women and women in senior leadership positions in intercollegiate athletics, it was found that men
maintain control of athletic director positions at the highest level of intercollegiate sport and have higher rates of
organizational success. Furthermore, It was found that women held less than 15% of athletic director positions at
the interscholastic level (22).
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Another issue affecting gender equity in sports government is the influence of power. One study (5) examined
affirmative action policies, and how such policies are interpreted in sport organizations. Male leaders of the
examined sport organizations discussed the importance of women’s inclusion as members of Boards of Directors,
but these leaders did not show any support for any policy changes that would effectively increase the number of
women on those boards. Furthermore, recruitment and selection of women included a gender fit, which included that
they have no young children, are well educated, held high jobs previously, had flexible schedules, and behaved
properly based on the standards of male leaders. Therefore, it was demonstrated that male leaders use power to
ensure that male leadership remains dominant, and the participation of women is limited to those who fit the model
of leader as determined by the men on the boards studied.

Alongside the theme of masculinity comes the issue of access and treatment discrimination. These types of
discrimination occur at the organizational level and can negatively impact women in leadership positions in sport
organizations (3). Access discrimination operates by excluding members of certain groups from entering the
organization, while treatment discrimination occurs when individuals from certain groups receive less organizational
resources than would be legally deserved (3). In relation to women in sport, they are often impacted by treatment
discrimination as they are denied access tor rewards, resources, or opportunities on the job that they legitimately
deserve (3). When examining the work experiences of women in intercollegiate athletics in the U.S., there was
evidence to support that women in the Senior Woman Administrator position were denied opportunities to engage in
important oversight roles in budgeting and leading men’s sports programs, which negatively impacted their abilities
to build skill sets toward positions of athletic director (19).

A considerable body of research in the corporate domain has found that that ratio of women directors is positively
related to board effectiveness and good governance (1). Another study (18) found that an organizational culture that
valued gender equity and top management support for gender equity had more positive organizational outcomes for
women and men within the organization, which included stronger organizational commitment and intentions to stay
in the organization, when compared to gender equitable policies. Their findings found that organizations that
practiced support for women can have a more significant impact on the entire organization in a positive manner. It
makes one wonder why sport organizations would not implement equality in leadership positions based on the
results that this would improve upon organizational objectives.
Gender Equity Issues In Athletics

Previously, it was discussed how women face different issues in sports leadership due to the masculinization of
sport. Similar to sport leadership, women in athletic sports participation are affected by some of the same
masculinizing effects. It was anticipated in 1996 after the Olympic Summer Games that the enormous progress
female athletes experienced in terms of their abilities 25 years after Title IX would have brought greater media
attention in terms of quantity, and also, a qualitative reform in which women are recognized as true athletes (9).
However, 15 years later, very little has changed in terms of media coverage, marketing, and promotion of female
athletes and women’s sport (9). Women in sport are still greatly underrepresented in all types of media and are
usually not recognized for their athletic ability, but instead for their physical appearance, femininity, and/or
heterosexuality (9, 16, 21). One will discuss how the media affects gender equity in sports and promotes the
masculinization of sports, and also, how society is affecting gender equity and female sports participation through
feminization of women.

Gender marking is a common issue women face in sport media, and this term represents the verbal and visual
presentation of male athletes and men’s sports as being the norm, while rendering female athletes and women’s
competitions as secondary (9). Examples of gender marking are present in many women’s championships like the
Women’s World Cup, the Women’s NCAA Final Four, and the United States Women’s Open Championship. When
looking at the similar events for men’s sporting events, one will notice that they are never qualified with a gender
moniker, which sets the tone as the male event being the standard and the female event being marked as the
“other” event. A study (15) found that sport commentators often participate in gender marking for women’s events
but not men’s events. It was found that gender marking occurred an average of 27.5 times in women’s sporting
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events, but none in men’s sports.

Another issue women face in sport media is a focus on femininity, heterosexuality, and sexism. Essentially, sport
media reinforces patriarchal sovereignty by focusing on female athletes’ femininity and heterosexuality, which
serves to degrade their athletic accomplishments and athleticism (9). The most common theme of sexualization in
sport for women is in reference to their appearance, which many studies have observed that print media focus on
the physical appearance of women athletes much more than their athletic skills or abilities (21). According to these
studies, the most referenced was make-up, hair, and body shape for women, but this was rarely, if ever, focused on
with men. This shows that physical appeal and aesthetic appeal highlight the idea that gender inequalities are the
norm in the media (21).

According to a recent study (4), women had a rough entrance into the sports arena as it was seen as an
unwelcoming intrusion into the realm of masculinity, and this caused women who played sports to be viewed as
masculine or lesbians. Essentially, for women to not be considered lesbians in sport, they must have beauty and
grace as opposed to skill or athleticism. Successful women athletes were considered to be lesbians because they
were seen as portraying a manner contrary to gender roles (21). It has been found (2) that by perceiving powerful
women as lesbians, it is an attempt to belittle and disempower them. This threat and the resulting perception of it,
reinforces the negativity of lesbianism, but also the negativity associated with being a female athlete, and could
potentially affect female participation in sports, and society’s interest in female sports.

In a recent paper (16), it was purported that the socializing affects at an early age affect sport participation of
females throughout development. She points out the notion that at a young age, girls are made to play with dolls,
baking kits, and are essentially bombarded with the color pink, which sets the tone for women as feminine, soft, and
passive. However, she notes that for men, the color most associated with them is blue, but also they are made to
play sports when growing up, as well as play with trucks and masculinizing things. Gender bias and stereotypes limit
the physical activities in which girls participate, persist, and succeed (16). Title IX has greatly increased athletic
participation among girls and women, however noncompliance and inequities are still common.

Early studies (12) indicated that while American boys who play sports enjoy high school status from their peers,
female athletes are judged to be of lower social status, especially if they play masculine sports. Furthermore, girls
who play sports during adolescence are also subject to direct, derogatory comments about their athleticism (12). In
a recent study (14), it was found that about three-fourths of the girls in their sample reported discouraging
comments regarding their ability in sports. The most common sources were brothers or close male friends at 45%,
other male peers at 54%, sisters or close female friends at 31%, and female peers at 38%. Furthermore, teachers
and coaches were less common sources at 28%.

Based on the presented data, one can see that women in sports are faced with many challenges when wanting to
participate in sports. From the fact that sport is essentially masculinized from the beginning, to sexism, lesbianism,
and heterosexualization of sport, one can see that women are continuing to be perceived less capable than men,
and only taken seriously as beautiful and graceful athletes, assuming that they are beautiful and graceful. Any
woman that is not perceived as such is considered masculine, or perhaps a lesbian for not following gender
guidelines set forth by men. Furthermore, they are perceived as lesbian if they attempt to play masculine sports, and
succeed. It is plausible to state that these issues could cause women to want to participate less, especially if they
are socialized to fear the scrutiny involved with being athletic, or the ordeal of not being taken seriously as an
athlete.

Gender Equity, Sports Participation, and Title IX
Before the enactment of Title IX, less than 32,000 women participated in intercollegiate athletics and 300,000 girls in
high school athletics (13, 11). Now, there are more than 200,000 women in college athletics and three million girls
who participate in interscholastic athletics (11). A significant milestone for women’s participation in sports was
reached at the London Olympic Games in 2012, where 44.3% of the athletes were women (1). Further, the
participation of female athletes on the teams of Brunei, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia meant that for the first time in the
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history of the Olympic Games, every National Olympic Committee (NOC) had sent women to the Games (1). Also,
with the inclusion of women’s boxing in the 2012 Olympic program, female athletes were able to compete for the first
time in featured sports (8).

According to a recent study on participation data and the hypothesis that women are inherently less interested in
sports than men, it asserts that Title IX might be taking the wrong approach. This study, which consisted of
essentially three different studies on participation, resulted in some interesting conclusions. The first study, The
American Time Use Survey, consisting of 112,000 individuals, U.S. residents 15 years and older, from the years
2003-2010, found that females comprised 28% of those who participated in individual sports and 20% in team
sports (7). The second study, Observations at Public Parks, documented a total of 2,879 sports and exercise
participants at public parks at four U.S. locations, where it was found that females make up 19% of the participants
in individual sports and 10% in team sports (7). The third study, Intramurals at Colleges and Universities, involved
surveys of intramural sports registrations at colleges and universities in the U.S where it was found that women
accounted for only 26% of registrations (7).

According to these results, it is plausible to state that the participation rates of women in sports are essentially much
lower than the participation in sports of males. Therefore the question remains, is the argument of whether or not the
approach of Title IX to present equal opportunities to participate in sports based on equal interest a feasible
argument? Based on the statistics, one can state that Title IX implementation should not be based on the
assumption that men and women have equal interest in sports. The main legal guiding principles of Title IX are not
necessarily based on the fact that men and women have equal interest. For example, Title IX requires institutions to
award total financial aid dollars to male and female athletes in proportion to their athletics participation numbers.
However, to treat males and females equal in terms of recruiting or in terms of benefits all athletes receive, this
interest ratio from recent studies should be observed more intently.

A study (10) evaluated whether the differences exist in expenditures on male and female athletics in a sample of
institutions that report data to the U.S. Department of Education. The data set for this study consisted of institutions
that participate in NCAA Division II without football. Furthermore, data were analyzed for three different variables:
student-athlete financial aid, total expenses, and basketball. According to the results of the study, the data supported
that schools in the data set were meeting Title IX goals, and also equality was exhibited in athletic financial aid and
overall operating expenses for men and women sports and expenditures on basketball by gender. Equality was
achieved in 2003 and continued in 2013 (10). The limitations of this study were that it pertained only to Division II
schools that do not compete in football.

In reviewing the presented data on the impact of Title IX and sports participation, one can see that participation has
greatly increased since its enactment. Further, one can see that colleges are beginning to meet the requirements of
Title IX by providing equal opportunities to women. That being said, the research also shows that women are still
participating in sports much less than men. This can easily be understood by reviewing the aforementioned data on
the different gender perceptions and stereotypes women are forced to accept when participating in sports.

Gender Equity in Coed Sports
As previously discussed, the norms and traditions of sport still reinforce and perpetuate notions of hegemonic
masculinity, and for women who want to play in these sports, they are either given supportive roles in coed sports or
must play the sports with all women teams, which can turn away female participants (6). A study (6) was performed
that examined the impact of the coed aspect of the sport of quidditch on its participants, and to determine how the
structure and rules of the sport influenced participants and attitudes toward the opposite gender (6). The study was
conducted through online qualitative surveys taken by 343 quidditch players, with age ranges of 13-17 years and
18-21 years (6).

The measurement methods were designed to analyze the impact of participating in a coed sport. To increase
trustworthiness of the study and provide means for triangulation of the information gathered, a four-step process
was used (6). The results of the study found that through the rules and regulations of the sport, both males and
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females enjoyed a positive coed experience, which led to an increased desire for inclusivity and equality (6). Further,
there was a reduction in stereotyping, and females developed an increased level of self-confidence (6). However, it
was found that there was still underlying prejudice towards women.

The findings of this study show that coed sport can serve as an outlet to impact gender perceptions through contact
with the opposite gender and offer an alternative view of previous examinations of coed sport that offered a negative
experience (6). The limitations of this study are that there was sample bias due to the participants’ affinity with the
sport of quidditch, and that participants with a less than optimal experience were less likely to fill out the survey (6).
Future studies could take a deeper look into the structure and processes of quidditch, and see how those processes
could be used to create a positive experience in coed sports that are currently perceived as being a negative
experience (6).

SUMMARY 
Title IX of the Omnibus Education Act was enacted in 1972 by the United States Congress to ensure that institutions
were providing equal opportunities for male and female students in higher education (13). Further, while it did not
specifically refer to athletic opportunities when it was first developed, subsequent interpretations and court cases set
the tone that opportunities in athletics are also to be upheld to this standard (13). There is a lack of leadership
positions in sport due to the fact that sport is a gendered institution and that all processes operate within a
hegemonic society. Also, sport institutions have institutionalized masculinity as the operating principle within sport,
which essentially strengthens the masculine image of sport and reinforces masculine behavior as acceptable
leadership qualities required in sport (3).

Similar to sport leadership, women in athletic participation are affected by the same masculinizing effects attributed
to the norm of sports. A major factor contributing to the feminizing of women in sports and reinforcement of
hegemonic masculinity is the portrayal of female athletes by the media. A common issue women face in the media is
gender marking, which represents male athletes and men’s sports as being the norm, and women’s sports as
“other.” Another issue is that, in the media, the representation of successful female athletes is often based on
beauty, shape of the body, hair, and other personal attributes (21). Further, socializing women into gender norms at
a young age teaches females that they are soft, passive, and less capable than men in sports.

Title IX has had a major impact on the increased opportunity for women to play sports as can be seen from an
increase in women who participate in collegiate athletics from 32,000 women to over 200,000 women (13). Further,
there was an increase in high school athletics from 300,000 girls to three million (11). Even though Title IX has
caused a significant impact in sports participation, a study (7) found that women are still participating significantly
less than men in athletics. This is most likely attributed to the fact that women are still greatly gender stereotyped,
underrepresented in the media, and ridiculed at a young age for participating in sports (12, 16).

Given the still current difficulties women face for equity in sport, one has to wonder if there is any way to promote
equity in perception and media representation, as well as opportunity in sport governance. A study (6) examined the
impact of the coed sport of quidditch and found that coed sport can serve as an outlet to impact gender perceptions
through contact with the opposite gender and offer an alternative view of previous negative perceptions of coed
sport. Essentially, the factors that one should look at in the examination of this coed sport were that women
participants were treated equally and worked equally alongside their male counterparts. This level of equity in
participation of this coed sport allowed for the male counterpart to see that the female was capable of meeting the
demands of the sport, and changed the perception of most of the male participants. Further, this study showed an
increased positive self-perception of the female participants.

RECOMMENDATION
Title IX has had a significant impact on society in that it has increased the opportunities for women to participate in
sport; however, something that it has not done is help to remove the gender stereotypes and masculine influence of
power that still reigns over sport governance boards and athletic sports. Because of this, there are still more male
participants in athletics. Understandably, women are less likely to participate in sports towards the end of high
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school due to the increased recognition of gender norms and derogatory comments received from male peers for
wanting to participate in sports, or for being successful at masculine sports. Society needs to stop socially
conditioning youth into masculine and feminine roles, and needs to stop ridiculing and underrepresenting women in
athletics. Further research could examine the impact of having a female coach of a male sports team on
participation by males, and the impact of having a male coach over a female sports team, and also a female to
female sports team as well as a male to male sports team to examine the effects on sports participation of having
like and opposite gender coaches.

CONCLUSION
The research indicates that Title IX has had a significant impact on female participation in sports due to creating the
opportunity to participate. However, it appears that women are still faced with gender equity issues in sports
governance, athletic media representation, and perception in sports. Therefore, while the opportunity to participate
in sports is ever present for women, there is the perception and socially conditioned notion that women should not
participate in masculine sports because it makes them appear lesbian and causes them to be ridiculed. However,
women athletes that are perceived as beautiful and graceful, are able to get media coverage, but not for their actual
athletic abilities, only their appearance. Research shows that sport is still strongly masculine, and strongly in favor of
men as the primary controller of sports.

It is important to give women equal opportunity in sport governance because gender diverse sport organizations are
found to be more successful than those that are all male. Further, in order for women to have true equality in sport,
the media will need to begin to recognize women for their athletic ability and not their looks or personal life alone, but
also, society will need to move away from the social conditioning of women into gender stereotyped roles and allow
for young girls to choose their own path, especially if that includes an interest in sports. Men must begin to see
women as equals before women can truly be equals.

Because of the institutionalized masculinity as the norm, this will be a hard perception to break in society; however,
if women are given an equal opportunity to participate in sports as an equal participant and not a “female”
participant, perhaps one could see a shift in societal perception, as was shown in the research study on the coed
sport of quidditch. Perhaps the development of more coed sports could help reform the norm of masculinity in sport.

APPLICATIONS IN SPORT
While Title IX was developed to enhance equality in education, it has had an enormous impact on the development
and improvement of gender equity in sports. That being stated, the data show that there is still a long way to go
before women feel equal and are treated as equals in the realm of sports regarding participation and employment.
Women are participating more than they once were, and are receiving better treatment in sports management and
athletics, but the data show that they are still outnumbered by males in employment and sport participation.
Therefore, the field of sport management should continue to work towards a level of quality that truly treats women
as equals, offers them equal opportunity, and permits them to feel equal in sport management and athletic
participation.

A study of a coed sport (quidditch) showed that this format of spectatorship enhances the perception of equality in
sport of both male and female participants, and therefore, one could use this sport as an example of how to improve
gender equity in sport participation. Further, it was shown that having a diverse workforce in sport governance
enhances the performance of the sport organization, which shows that providing equal opportunity to women in
sports management can have a positive effect on performance of sport organizations. Gender equity in sport is both
necessary and beneficial for increasing female participation in sport and improving performance in sport
governance.
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