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Research has demonstrated the value of sport participation for women; however, among Canadian’s aged 15 and 
over, just one sixth of women report regular sport participation compared to a third of all men (Canadian Heritage, 
2013). This statistic puts into question the interventions currently in place to promote sport and physical activity 
among young girls. It also makes it timely to consider the contextual, social, economic, and cultural factors that may 
be influencing continued sport participation and more broadly, entrance into sport related career paths. The purpose 
of this study is to begin developing insights around some of these forces in order to better understand their impact 
upon the marketability of sport to women. Specifically, this study endeavors to access a lesser-studied population of 
women in sport—those currently working in the sport industry. It is believed this segment is well positioned to 
contribute knowledge around their observations of sport participation and use the benefit of their experience to 
assist in the development of innovative marketing solutions around the re-branding of women’s sport.  
 
Past research has looked to identify the motivations and barriers that exist around women’s sport participation. 
While sport for boys is often considered a rite of passage and affirmation of manhood, studies suggest that 
adolescent girls often struggle to negotiate the practice of sport with societal expectations of femininity (e.g., 
Coakley & White, 1992; Choi, 2000; Engel, 1994; Krane et al., 2001; 2004; Videon, 2001). In their review of female 
sport participation research, Allender, Cowburn, and Foster (2006) highlighted the most frequently identified 
motivations for sport involvement among young female populations; these included: sense of achievement, skill 
development, medical sanction, support networks, and enjoyment. The most frequently identified barriers to sport 
among this population included: negative school experiences, anxiety in unfamiliar surroundings, lack of a social 
network, identity conflict, and a lack of role models. The present investigation looks to add to this body of 
knowledge by documenting the experiences of women working in the sport industry and exploring how this 
population might be better promoted to bolster the perceived lack of female role models in sport.  
 
Research shows that women who play sports are more likely to become successful business professionals (Ernst & 
Young, 2013). In fact, it is estimated that 55% of women in top executive jobs have experience as college athletes 
(Ernst & Young, 2013). Despite this, women continue to be severely underrepresented in the sport industry 
(Burton, 2015). Female representation on National Olympic Committees, for example, is just 16% (Women on 
Boards, 2016). Scholars have suggested that the dominance of men in organized sport leadership roles has resulted 
in enormous cultural currency, which serves to fortify constructions of male superiority and female inferiority 
(Allison, 2016). Dart (2014) suggested that this model of sport business is so widely taken for granted, it is almost 
unremarkable in its dominance. This sets up the sport business landscape as an influential institutional sphere with 
which to examine contemporary gender relations (Ezzell, 2009).  
 
Building upon past research and using the current momentum around the promotion of women’s sport, this 
research will examine the perceived motivations and constraints faced by women working in the sport industry. A 
series of focus groups will be conducted with female sport industry professionals to be recruited through snowball 
sampling procedures in the North American sport marketplace. Focus group discussions will be transcribed 
verbatim and input into NVivo data analysis software. Data will be analyzed for emergent themes through the 
process of constant comparative analysis (Gratton & Jones, 2015). Findings are expected to provide a deeper 
understanding of the experiences of females operating in the sport industry and will inform a larger research 
program aimed at developing innovative marketing strategies around women’s sport participation and the elevation 
of female role models in sport. 
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