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ABSTRACT
Explores women’s under-representation from sports coaching roles in general and from high status roles in particular.  In depth interviews were carried out with twenty women who coached one of the following sports: cricket, gymnastics, netball, squash or swimming.  A purposive sample ensured that the coaches reflected different levels of commitment to coaching.  Anne Witz’ model of occupational closure, used by her to analyse the medical profession, provided the basis for analysing the women’s experiences as coaches.  Analysis of the interview data revealed that exclusionary and demarcationary strategies operated to limit women’s access to coaching roles.  Such strategies included gendering the coaching role as a masculine role and closing access to networks of coaches.  Women challenged such strategies through inclusionary and dual closure strategies by drawing on their coaching qualifications, their experiences as competitive athletes and the successes of the athletes whom they coached.
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LEADING THE WAY: WOMEN’S EXPERIENCES AS SPORTS COACHES

Introduction
Women’s increasing opportunities and rewards in paid employment, a partial restructuring of gender roles and gender appropriate behaviour, together with the health and fitness boom beginning in the 1980s all help to explain women’s recent increasing involvement in sport (Jowell, Witherspoon, and Brook, 1989;1992; Jowell, Curtice, Brook, and Ahrendt, 1994; Office for National Statistics, 1973; 1987; 1997).  However, the increase in the numbers of women playing sport has not translated into an increase in the number of women coaching sport.  Women remain under-represented in sports coaching roles relative to their numbers as participants: a situation that is particularly acute in the most prestigious and high status roles (Houlston, 1995; Sports Council, 1995)

This situation is somewhat surprising because there are tangible links between the skills and knowledge required of players and that required by coaches.  For instance, the large proportion of coaches who lay claim to being ex-performers suggests that they draw on the knowledge and social networks developed when they were athletes (Lyle, 1997).  Why then, given the increasing numbers of female sport participants are women less likely, than men, to occupy coaching roles?

Despite this paradoxical situation little effort has been directed towards trying to explain women’s under-representation as coaches in the UK.  This paper tries to remedy this situation by proposing a conceptual framework by which to explore gender inequality within sports coaching.  Such a framework is an essential first step in trying to understand why it is that men constitute the majority of coaches and occupy the most prestigious and high status roles. 

More specifically, this paper draws on Witz (1990; 1992) model of occupational closure developed in relation to her analysis of the medical profession in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  Witz’ model provides an account of gender inequality in a single sphere of work, but one where men and women typically occupy different roles.  Witz maintains that occupational closure must be seen as a result of the mobilisation of power by actors privileged by class and gender seeking to lay claim to resources and opportunities.  Applying the concept of occupational closure to various health care occupations Witz shows how middle-class, male medical professionals tried to secure a dominant position in relation to other potentially competing occupational groups, consisting primarily of working class men and middle class women.  

Witz identifies two mechanisms employed by the dominant group to reproduce their position and two used by the subordinate group to resist closure.  She argues that the dominant group adopts mechanisms of exclusion and demarcation.  Exclusionary mechanisms describe the dominant group’s efforts to exclude ‘other groups’ while demarcationary mechanisms reflect an attempt to control and influence related occupational spheres.  Witz’ example of exclusionary mechanisms is medical men’s attempts, in the mid-to-late nineteenth century, to bar women from practising medicine, while medical men’s efforts to determine midwives’ responsibilities are characteristic of a demarcationary mechanism.  Conversely, subordinate groups adopt mechanisms of inclusion and dual closure.  Such groups employ inclusionary mechanisms in order to gain entry to occupations previously closed to them.  Witz cites women’s ultimately successful struggle to practise medicine as an instance of an inclusionary mechanism.  Subordinate groups also try to secure some degree of exclusivity over a particular sphere of their work through mechanisms of dual closure.  For example, midwives’ efforts to secure some control over their work, although ultimately subordinated to doctors, constitute a mechanism of dual closure.  Witz depicts this struggle diagrammatically:
Take in figure 1
In summary, Witz’ model provides the basis for an analysis of women’s under-representation as sports coaches in general and from high status roles in particular.

Method 
In depth interviews were used to elicit information about the coaches’ lives with the intention of understanding the relationships and social processes involved in shaping their experiences as coaches (Bryman, 1994; Silverman, 1985).  Such interviews provided a very responsive tool for exploring the contrasting coaching contexts and statuses of the coaches, when for example, some coaches were volunteers whilst others were employed; some coached internationals, others recreational performers. 

The schedule was developed, first, through a series of informal and unstructured pilot interviews with six coaches, followed by more formal and semi-structured interviews with a further six coaches.  The schedule was revised and amended, as necessary, after each interview and piloting continued until a logical and fluent sequence of questions had been devised that was capable of eliciting the information required.  

The Sports Development Continuum provided a framework by which to select a purposive sample of twenty interviewees (Morton-Williams, 1985).  Five coaches from each of the four levels of the continuum (foundation, participation, performance and excellence) were asked to take part in the study.  All agreed to do so.  The coaches were identified through their National Governing Body (NGB) handbooks and via personal communications with coaching administrators at a national, regional or county level.  Selecting coaches from contrasting levels of the coaching hierarchy facilitated an analysis of coaches’ experiences across the different levels of coaching.  The coaches were drawn from five sports: cricket, women’s artistic gymnastics, netball, squash and swimming to reflect different levels of female involvement in sport as participants. 

Prior to the interview each coach was sent a brief questionnaire, requesting details of their past and current involvement in sport as participants, coaches and administrators.  In addition, they were requested to supply information on their employment status, age, marital status, number and ages of children.  This information served two purposes.  First, it enabled detailed profiles to be drawn up of each coach and secondly, their responses framed the initial questions in each interview which centred on their initiation into sport and sports coaching.  The interviewees determined the location of the interview, thirteen of which took place at their homes and seven in a quiet, work location. At the start of each interview coaches were informed of the purpose of the study and that the interview contents would be treated confidentially.  The interviews lasted between forty minutes and two hours, the longer interviews taking place with the more experienced coaches.  With the permission of the coaches all interviews were tape recorded.

Full transcripts were made of each interview.  Next, the data were organised into coherent topic areas, reflecting those identified in the interview schedule.  At this stage, files were created on computer disk and markers employed to make it possible to identify individual coaches as the originators of specific sections of text.  Ultimately, the analysis was a part inductive and part deductive, drawing out common themes from the transcripts while setting the data against Witz’ model of occupational closure, namely: exclusionary, demarcationary, inclusionary and dual closure mechanisms. 

Discussion

Occupational Closure in Sports Coaching

This first part of the discussion describes the ways by which exclusionary and demarcationary mechanisms operate in sports coaching.  This next section explores these issues in more detail.
Gendering the Coaching Role
The interviewees believed that their suitability as coaches was questioned because of women’s  imputed lack of physical and mental strength, qualities deemed essential for a coach.  One coach, for example, described how other coaches questioned her ability to provide adequate physical support when her gymnasts were performing difficult moves.  Another recounted how a male coach questioned her about whether she had sufficient mental strength to coach young male swimmers.  Such assumptions about a need for coaches to be both physically and mentally strong inevitably serve to gender coaching as a masculine, as opposed to a feminine, role.  

The perception that coaching is a masculine role is reinforced further through the belief that an individual’s (past/current) athletic ability is indicative of their competence as a coach.  Some of the interviewees felt that because the best women athletes cannot compete physically with the best male athletes they are perceived as being unfit to coach at the highest levels.  Therefore, because men are, on average, stronger, faster and more powerful than women the presumption is that they are also more competent coaches.  Comments from two squash coaches illustrate this very point.

. . .  they thought that more males would go to a male coach.  In a way, I could see it because I couldn’t  . . . beat a county man whereas a male coach could.  . . . but a coach doesn’t necessarily have to beat the person just to give them the technique. (performance, squash) 

I suspect that there are a lot of men who won't come on my courses because they think they're better players than I am, and they're probably right.  Consequently, they feel I can't do anything for them.  (participation, squash)

Despite the received wisdom of the link between playing ability and coaching ability, the relationship between them is a tenuous one.  A good student does not necessarily make a good teacher and the logic of the playing-coaching argument is no more robust.  Numerous examples exist of elite athletes who became less, than, successful coaches, yet the assumption that playing is an essential prerequisite for coaching persists.

The perceived relationship between athletic ability and competence as a coach also seems to play an influential role in gendering the division of labour within coaching.  Of the twenty interviewees, four coached mostly girls, six mostly young girls and boys, and eight mostly other women.  Only two coaches coached male athletes but as one of these coaches explained:   
I think if you ask the majority of people around here they would tend to think of me being a coach to women rather than to men . . .  I don’t know, but I seem to draw more women than boys.  I don’t know whether that’s because I’m female, I would think it must have something to do with it.  (excellence, squash)

The interviewees’ explanation for the reasons why women coaches were more likely to coach young, novice or female athletes as opposed to older, elite and male athletes was rooted in the perceived relationship between playing and coaching ability.  They suggested that, because men generally achieve higher standards of performance than women, they are perceived to be better coaches.  Put simply, male coaches receive higher evaluations of their coaching ability not because they are more able coaches but because, on average, they outperform women in the sports arena.  Consequently, few women work with elite level athletes because of the perception that men, as “better” athletes, will be better coaches.

Women’s access to coaching roles is hindered further by the wider assumptions about women’s position in society.  The identification of women as primarily concerned with familial and domestic concerns means that they are seen, by some male coaches, as mothers and homemakers before they are seen as coaches.  One interviewee was even told by a senior male coach that she acted “just like the child’s mother”. 

The perception of women coaches as, first and foremost, mothers and homemakers seems also to affect the seriousness with which women are perceived to undertake a coaching role.  One coach described her experience thus:

 . . . sometimes, I think they [male coaches] think,  “Well what do they [women coaches] know, they’re not doing it seriously.”  Some men are great, they really do respect what you do, but others, you know they’re thinking: “They won’t be in it long, they’ll probably get married and have kids.”  But who’s to say you’ve got to get married and have kids if you want to do this sport?  (participation, swimming)

This is not to underplay the impact, on women’s lives, of the existing sexual division of labour in the home; some women coaches will have to reconcile their commitments in the home with the demands of a coaching role.  However, if women’s commitment to coaching is questioned, regardless of any real or imputed domestic/family responsibilities, this may hurt her chances of succeeding as a coach.  Such beliefs maybe particularly damaging to a woman who wishes to gain access to higher status coaching roles because her ability to commit to a demanding coaching position may be scrutinised more thoroughly than that of an equivalent male coach.  

Women’s perceived ‘innate’ mothering and relational skills also help to explain why women are more likely than men to coach children and novices.  Significantly, the coaches of young athletes do not follow their prodigies as they progress: rather, a higher status coaches take on responsibility for coaching promising athletes.  One interviewee described this very situation in the gymnastics club in which she worked (note also her reference to the importance of a coach’s physical strength):
. . .  at Greenhills they have a lot of male coaches there, but they tend to take the older girls and it tends to be the female coaches that start off at the eight, nine and ten year age group.  Whether its because the men are stronger, can do the bigger moves . . . ?  (participation, gymnastics)

Coaches working with foundation/participation level ultimately ‘lose’ their prodigies to higher status, usually male, coaches.  As such, women coaches pose little threat to the existing coaching hierarchy which is dominated by men, while at the same time fulfilling a very important but under-valued role in introducing children and novice athletes to sport.
Networking
Occupational closure is achieved not just by gendering coaching as a masculine role.  The interviews revealed that practical problems exist with respect to women’s exclusion from informal coaching networks.  The interviewees who seemed most affected by their inability to penetrate such networks were those who worked with performance level athletes.  Interviewees who worked with foundation or participation level athletes explained that a shortage of coaches meant that there was little difficulty in finding a coaching opportunity with beginners or recreational athletes.  Similarly, those coaches who worked with international teams were interviewed formally for their positions and all were content with the way the appointment mechanisms operated.  However, for performance level coaches it was a different situation, as one coach to a regional squad explained:
. . . Chris [responsible for appointing regional coaches] also had to see them coach and know them.  You can be a stranger and know everything but if he doesn’t know you, tough.  (performance, gymnastics)

Although some of the interviewees reported that they were members of informal networks of coaches, these were usually networks of other women.  This is problematic for them because the people who occupy positions of influence in the appointment of coaches are disproportionately male: this can be seen in an analysis of selected national governing body handbooks for 1998 (Squash Racquets Association, British Horse Society, Lawn Tennis Association, Badminton Association of England, British Amateur Gymnastics Association, Amateur Swimming Association).  Moreover, experience of having worked with performance level athletes is almost a prerequisite for progression to coaching elite athletes.  The use of informal networks may appear reasonable where voluntary sports organisations are unable to fund formal appointments procedures, but women coaches may be disadvantaged by this. 

Challenging occupational closure in sports coaching
This part of the discussion describes the mechanisms employed by women both to challenge their exclusion from coaching roles and, in some instances, to secure for themselves relatively privileged positions within the coaching hierarchy.  Analysis of the interview data revealed that the coaches demonstrated their competence: through their current or past sporting achievements, their coaching qualifications and the competitive successes of their athletes.  
Playing the game
The interviewees believed that their experiences as participants in the sport they coached served as a measure of their coaching ability.  Personal performance in a sport gave the coaches credibility in the eyes of other coaches, as one coach explained: 
I was the only woman on the course [for the Advanced coaching qualification]. . .  I think two or three of the chaps that were there were quite surprised.  Once I showed I could throw a ball as well as they could and bowl as well as they could, they were quite happy!  (foundation, cricket)

The coaches’ awareness that their personal ability in the sport they coached was helpful in securing the respect of athletes and other (male) coaches and was used to press their case for acceptance as coaches.
Qualifying round
The interviewees believed that coaching qualifications conveyed to other coaches the seriousness of their commitment to coaching.  One interviewee explained why she made the effort to gain high level coaching qualifications:
I felt in this region, you had to.  If you hadn’t got something on paper, you weren’t recognised, even if you were turning gymnasts out.  (performance, gymnastics)

Another coach described how, when a senior male swimming coach questioned her commitment, she resolved to obtain a benchmark standard coaching qualification:
It’s something that anyone who’s getting serious about getting coaching full-time needs that certificate, otherwise these days, they [senior male coaches] don't think you're serious about it. (performance, swimming)

Coaching qualifications therefore provide tangible evidence of a coach’s ability and competence and so were acquired for this reason or else used in a more general way to bolster their status.  
Reflected glory
The third way by which women coaches sought to justify their inclusion into the ranks of sports coaches was via the competitive successes of their athletes.  Indeed, one interviewee was adamant that this was the single most important criterion for judging a coach's ability and competence:
. . . a  coaching qualification can be important,  but I wouldn't be asking for a  bit  of paper.  I'd want to know who are the gymnasts you've produced as well as the paper qualification.  . . . .  Surely you're going to look at the level of the athletes the coach is producing, not the level of award on paper? (excellence, gymnastics)

Another interviewee described how her invitation to work with an elite squad was probably a direct result of the success she had had with her athletes.  She said:
I presume I got the coaching [a junior international squad] in the first place because of the success we had here, and someone sat up and thought: ‘Well, they must know what they’re doing’ . . .   (performance, cricket)

Other coaches reasoned that their athletes’ successes in competition boosted their self-belief and at the same time enabled them to challenge others who questioned their ability.  One described being in this very position:
When I was coaching the kids to the nationals [age-group competition] sometimes I’d wonder if I was doing the right thing, but after that I knew.  I’ve known for a long time I can coach.  My kids swam well, theirs [male coaches] didn’t. (participation, swimming)


The three preceding sections have outlined the mechanisms used by women to gain inclusion into coaching roles: the next two describe women coaches’ attempts to secure a dominant position in two specific spheres of coaching.  The first section describes women coaches’ attempts to limit male coaches’ access to particular roles in order to retain exclusivity as coaches to women and girls.  The second section describes some female coaches’ attempts to exclude other “less qualified” women coaches from coaching roles at the performance and excellence levels.

The argument that female, as opposed to male, coaches are more appropriate for female athletes is based on a belief that girls, in particular, respond better to a female coach.  One coach who worked almost exclusively with young girls said:
At the top level, it’s male dominated.  You have your national coaches, your national body, the great percentage are male.  The top men think of these little machines, whereas if they had a woman there, they would see that the child’s got feelings . . .  Little girls can’t always go to a male coach and say ‘I have a problem’.  . . .  I find the girls at the top look up to male coaches, but they don’t communicate very often . . . . (performance, gymnastics)

The netball coaches also argued for the exclusion of male coaches from their sport.  Netball is one of the few sports played almost exclusively by women.  In recent years, however, some teams have appointed male coaches.  All were critical of this as one explained:
I tend to take a step back and look at them and ask ‘Why do they want to be involved in an all female game?’  They cannot experience the feelings you’ve had when you’re trying to coach and put something across.  They cannot understand the difficulty someone has with a technical point unless you’ve actually experienced it.  (performance, netball)

The netball coaches’ reservations about men’s involvement in netball were based on the argument that not having played the game, male coaches could not possibly understand it fully. 

Some women sought to secure a relatively privileged position for themselves, not by excluding men but by excluding ostensibly less qualified women.  Interviewees who had themselves been national or international standard athletes believed that coaches without such experience would find it difficult to work at the very highest levels.  One interviewee explained how her experiences as an international player had helped her as a coach:
But I have to say that being a top player myself has been a great advantage.  A, because you have respect, B, you've been through the mill, you've played for England, you know what it's like, you know the pitfalls and C, if you're actually coaching someone who's quite good, it's pretty difficult to play and teach at the same time, whereas if you're good you can play and look at the same time, whereas if you're struggling to beat them, I don't see how you can coach.  So I would say it's a great asset.  (excellence, squash)

She described the advantages accruing from her experience as an international athlete in terms of the respect she gained from athletes, the personal experience of playing at that level and being able to observe someone without struggling to beat them.  Another international coach expressed reservations about two of her predecessors based partly on their lack of proficiency in demonstrating techniques.  She said:
. . . but I think you have to demonstrate correctly and that’s important.  I found when I watched Helen and Angela, who never played to any standard themselves, I always thought their demonstrations were not good enough. (excellence, netball) 

In essence then, coaches working at the performance/excellence levels try to secure their own position by restricting access to top level coaching positions to other women on the basis of their alleged lesser expertise.  This serves to exclude women who are not like them because they have not established a reputation as a participant in the sport at an appropriate level.

Conclusion
The first part of this discussion described how patriarchal ideologies about women and coaching, in conjunction with the difficulties experienced by women in accessing informal networks, limits women’s involvement in sports coaching.  The gendering of the coaching role as too demanding both physically and mentally for women, and the assumption that women’s imputed responsibilities in the home conflict with their commitment to coaching, constitute exclusionary mechanisms of closure.  These ideas also shape women’s involvement with particular groups of athletes once they have started to coach and, in this sense, they act as demarcationary mechanisms of closure.  For example, women coaches are much less likely to work with male athletes or with athletes at the very highest levels.  The perceived link between competence as an athlete and competence as a coach means that women are less likely to coach male athletes and more likely to coach other women.  Moreover, the existing sexual division of labour carries through into a coaching context ensuring that proportionately more women than men coach children or novice athletes.  In this sense, a woman’s typical coaching role is consistent with the prevailing assumptions about her natural abilities as a mother and carer.  Questions about women’s ability to commit to more time-consuming and demanding coaching roles may also affect their opportunities to progress to the highest levels.

In practice, however, it is not always easy to distinguish between the effects of exclusionary and demarcationary mechanisms of closure.  Women’s entry into coaching is restricted because coaching is gendered as an occupation that is too tough for women.  This, in turn, affects the particular spheres of coaching which women typically enter, namely work with children and work with other women, neither of which pose a threat to male coaches occupying the most prestigious coaching roles.  Although the former are exclusionary mechanisms, and the latter constitute demarcationary mechanisms, it is the articulation of both mechanisms which, in practice, shape the specific patterns of women’s involvement in coaching. 

Part two of the discussion examined the challenge made to exclusionary and demarcationary mechanisms by women coaches.  Such challenges are best understood in the context of inclusionary mechanisms.  These took three forms: personal athletic ability, coaching qualifications and the competitive successes of their athletes.  The interviewees commonly used one or a combination of these to bolster their credibility and status as coaches.  In particular, they were used to riposte claims from male coaches about their unsuitability for the role.

The concept of dual closure helps to make sense of some women coaches’ arguments that they, rather than men, are best suited to work with young children, especially girls, and to coach female-dominated sports such as netball.  Women’s claims that young and women athletes interact more easily with women rather than men should not just be interpreted as collusion with prevailing social attitudes about women’s place in society.  Rather, they can be seen as an attempt by women coaches to secure a niche for themselves, particularly with respect to their claims to work with elite female athletes. 

A second example of dual closure exists with respect to the importance the elite level coaches attached to personal athletic ability.  In this instance, coaches working at the performance and excellence levels are not trying to close off coaching to men but rather to limit access to such roles by other women whom they deem ‘less qualified’ because they have not played to a high level.
 
Mechanisms of exclusion, demarcation, inclusion and dual closure help to contextualise an on-going struggle to define the gendered nature of coaching.  However, although it is possible to isolate the four concepts for analytical purposes, in practice they interact to shape women’s (and men’s) experiences as coaches.  As demonstrated above, this is particularly so in the case of exclusionary and demarcationary mechanisms.  Consequently, any attempts to challenge occupational closure in sports coaching must take account of the ways that exclusionary and demarcationary interact in order to provide women with greater opportunities to coach at all levels. 
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Fig. 1  Mechanisms of occupational closure in a conceptual model (after Witz, 1992)


