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ABSTRACT

Despite significant growth and advancement for women and girls participating in sports,
we have not seen the same trend for women in leadership roles in athletics — even with the
introduction of the Senior Woman Administrator (SWA) designation. The SWA designation was
implemented in 1989 to ensure that at least one woman would be involved with the leadership of
athletic departments following the NCAA'’s takeover of the Association for Intercollegiate
Athletics for Women (AIAW) in 1981. Confusion and misperceptions have surrounded the role,
and, as a result, impacted the women who serve in it. This study’s phenomenological design
aimed to gain insight to the experiences and self-perception of power of the women who serve as
SWA at NCAA Division I institutions. Through semi-guided interviews with women currently
serving as SWA at NCAA Division I institutions, this study provides an in-depth look at the

representation, inconsistency, and self-perceived power that women in this role experience.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Women in college sports have long been a topic of research in higher education,
specifically those serving in positions of power (Peachey & Burton, 2011; Plyley, 1997;
Whisenant et al., 2002). Their leadership and communication styles have been examined
extensively, often aiming to identify key differences between them and their male counterparts
(Welty Peachey & Burton, 2011; Whisenant et al., 2002). Authors often point to these
differences in leadership style as a possible explanation for the underrepresentation of women in
leadership roles within athletics.

The passage of equity laws like Title IX, which aimed to increase opportunities for
women, have actually had reverse effects on those opportunities in some cases. The bill 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” (Title IX of the Education Amendments Act, 1972). One
example of Title IX’s unintended effects is that “prior to 1972 [and the passage of the bill]
women held 90% of the coaching jobs for women’s teams, and now they hold only 40.8%”
(Elsesser, 2019, para. 9). Despite the fact that the ratio of male student-athletes to female
student-athletes is nearly one to one (Schwarb, 2018), a recent New York Times article exposed a
notable gender gap in Division I college athletics: “of the 65 colleges in the nation’s five
wealthiest and most powerful sports conferences, only four have women leading the athletic

department” (Blinder, 2019, para. 4).



These data help to shed some light on the continued gender disparity in leadership
positions at National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) Division I institutions. After the
passage of Title IX, the NCAA took note of some of these disparities and created the role of
Senior Woman Administrator (SWA) in an effort to help “athletic programs to establish a
minimum number of women serving within governance bodies” (Wells et al., 2020b, para. 1).
The SWA designation was initially referred to as the Primary Woman Administrator (PWA)
before evolving in 1989 into the SWA position as we know it today. As defined by the NCAA
(2018a), the modern SWA designation serves to signify “the highest-ranking female involved
with the management of an institution’s intercollegiate athletic program” (Wells et al., 2020a, p.
1).

When it comes to the SWA role, 59 percent of women holding the designation agree that
they are actively engaged in key decision-making at the highest level of the institution (NCAA,
2018b). To the contrary, 71 percent of athletic directors believed their SWAs were actively
engaged in key decision-making at the highest level of the institution (NCAA, 2018b). These
mismatched understandings create a discrepancy between actual power of the designation versus
the stated power that is attached to the role, and potentially the perceptions that men have of the
women who serve in the role. Because of these incongruencies, women are more likely to rely on
connection power, or power associated with one’s network (Hersey et al., 1979). The following
provides an in-depth look at the life cycle, stigmatization, and power associated with the SWA

designation and whether it is useful to the women who serve in it today.
Statement of the Problem
Although federal legislation such as Title IX has led to an increase of women

participating in athletics over the years, leadership roles for women in athletics are few and far



between (Whisenant et al., 2002). While women oversaw 90 percent of women’s athletic
programs in 1972, by the year 2000, that percentage had dropped to a mere 18 percent (Acosta &
Carpenter, 2002; Whisenant et al., 2002). The decrease in leadership roles eventually led to the
development of the SWA designation, which was aimed at remedying the issue of
underrepresentation of women in leadership roles in college athletics (Smith et al., 2020).

Despite some significant growth and advancement in its earliest years, confusion has
surrounded the SWA designation in recent years (Wells et al., 2020a). Due in part to the
confusion surrounding the designation, the self-perceived power of the women serving in that
role has also been impacted. According to a 2017 report released by the NCAA, the following
were outlined as common misperceptions surrounding the SWA designation:

e “The SWA is NOT the senior women’s administrator; it is the senior woman
administrator. The purpose of the role is not to oversee women’s sports or be limited to
gender equity compliance.

e The SWA designation is not a position.

e “Senior” refers to the highest-ranking female in the athletics department, and not the
longest serving or oldest.

e The SWA designation is not a requirement. The NCAA Constitution defines the term,
and does not technically require an institution to have an SWA” (NCAA, 2018b, p. 9).

The confusion associated with the designation has impacted growth in leadership roles
for women in collegiate athletics; however, the NCAA has shown a marked increase in female
student-athlete participation over the years. In December 2020, the NCAA published a report in
the form of an interactive visual dashboard showing sponsorship and participation totals across

all divisions. While the total number of NCAA sponsored men’s sports programs has essentially



stayed the same since 1982 (2,778 programs in 1982 vs. 2,989 programs in 2020), only noting a
7.5 percent increase, the number of NCAA sponsored women’s sports programs has nearly
doubled across 40 years jumping from 1,767 programs in 1982 to 3,672 or 108 percent (NCAA,
2020).

The number of individual women participants has kept up with the growth of NCAA
sponsored women’s programs during the last 40 years as well. The report indicates an increase of
more than 60,000 female student-athletes participating in NCAA athletics from 1982 to 2020,
while their male counterparts saw an increase of just over 23,000 participants over the same time
frame (NCAA, 2020).

In the 2019-2020 academic year, specifically, the NCAA recorded a total of 6,661
sponsored athletic programs at the Division I level, noting a split of 2,989 men’s programs and
3,672 women’s programs (NCAA, 2020). Those 6,661 athletic programs saw 184,068 student-
athletes participating with a split of 97,423 male student-athletes and 86,645 female student-
athletes (NCAA 2020).

With such a significant increase in female participation, it is important to explore why
leadership roles in athletics have not grown at the same rate for women. Women have often been
forgotten from leadership roles since the NCAA merged with the Association for Intercollegiate
Athletics for Women (AIAW) in 1981. Although the SWA designation was created to combat
the exact issue of the underrepresentation of women in leadership roles in college athletics, much
is left to be desired.

Many have pointed to gender stigmatization as a key factor in the lack of growth for
women in athletics leadership roles (Burton et al., 2009; Eagly and Karau, 2002; Peachey and

Burton, 2011; Powell et al., 2008; Wells et al., 2020). With stigmatization comes stereotyping,



and Peachey and Burton’s (2011) study on the perceptions of leader effectiveness among men
and women does well to explain social role theory and role congruity theory as they relate to the
topic of women in leadership roles in college athletics. Social role theory “suggests that there are
qualities and behavioral tendencies believed to be desirable for each gender, as well as
expectations as to which roles women and men should occupy” (Peachey & Burton, 2011, p.
418). Role congruity theory, a descendant of social role theory, posits that women in leadership
roles may experience prejudice “because leadership ability is more generally ascribed to men
who exhibit agentic qualities than to women who display more communal characteristics”
(Peachey & Burton, 2011, p. 418).

These theories serve as a great foundation to understand how stigmas associated with
women in leadership roles may impact women serving as an SWA and lead to varying levels of
confusion within athletic departments. In order to combat the confusion — and the stigmatization
— that exists within and around the SWA role, we should discover whether the designation is still
necessary or effective in today’s landscape of college athletics.

Additionally, the timing is prime for this analysis of the SWA role as the COVID-19
pandemic has offered organizations the opportunity to reexamine existing structures in the
workplace. As universities and organizations attempt to review and potentially realign
themselves, now is the time to revisit the SWA designation and its effectiveness. This qualitative
study will examine the factors — historical, structural, and social — that affect the SWA
designation and the women who serve in the role. The study will also review how credibility and

perceived power can impact the effectiveness of the designation.



Purpose and Significance of the Study

The purpose of this qualitative research is to gain insight to the experiences of the women
who hold the SWA designation and their perceptions about the power the title holds. As such, the
study employed a phenomenological design using open-ended interview questions. Lichtman
(2013) posited “the purpose of phenomenology is to describe and understand the essence of lived
experiences of individuals who have experienced a particular phenomenon” (p. 83). Because this
study examines the perceptions of power in women in the SWA role at NCAA Division I
institutions in the United States, phenomenology is the best option to capture the essence of how
those women feel about their perceived power. The study is designed to provide participants an
opportunity to reflect on their personal experiences, as well as consider external factors that may
influence their perception of power as it relates to their SWA designation.

Given that the SWA designation was originally implemented to increase the number of
women serving in leadership roles within college athletic departments, it is important to consider
why women’s growth in those roles has largely plateaued or decreased in the years since the
designation was created (Acosta & Carpenter, 2008). In 1990, Dick Schulz, a former executive
director of the NCAA, conducted a study to determine why the number of women in leadership
roles in college athletics was decreasing. He suggested that representation of women in athletic
departments was not only about equality, but about the overall mission of the NCAA (1990).
Schulz stated, “Gender balance is important if we are to meet our educational mission and serve
our student-athletes well” (NCAA, 1990, p. 1).

An examination of the past is vital to the future success of women in leadership roles in
college athletics. Although many point to societal norms, family care, and gender roles as

reasons the number of women in leadership roles in athletics continues to decline (Acosta &



Carpenter, 2014; Whisenant et al., 2002), others pointed to salary and advancement discrepancies
(Parks et al., 1995). Parks et al.’s (1995) research discussed the “paradox of the contented
working woman” (p. 73), which refers to women who enjoy their actual jobs, aside from their
salary and potential for advancing within the field or their department.

This study’s findings not only aim to add to the existing research on women serving in
the SWA role, but in leadership roles in college athletics overall. Because of the existing gender
gap in leadership roles in college athletics, this research will serve as an important continuation

of a conversation that often focuses only on head coaching roles (Rhode & Walker, 2008).

Research Questions
In order to understand the experiences of women serving in the SWA role at NCAA
Division I institutions in the United States, four main research questions will be used to guide
this research. The questions, which are utilized as section headings in the actual interview guide
(Appendix D), are intended to delve into each participant’s experience as an SWA.
The following questions guide this study:
1. How does the administrator in the SWA role self-report her overall experience in the
role?
2. How does the SWA perceive the overall power of her designation?
3. Does the administrator in the SWA role perceive herself to have true decision-making
power within the athletic department?
4. How do administrators in the SWA role perceive the designation to add value to the
athletic department?
The SWA designation was meant to serve as a part of an evolution for women in sport, to

give them more decision-making power and propel more women into leadership roles within



college athletics. In many cases, though, it seems to have done the opposite (Plyley, 1997;
Whisenant et al., 2002). By answering these questions, this study will gain insight into the self-
perceived power held by female athletic administrators in the SWA position.
Conceptual Framework

In addition to a phenomenological design to better understand the essence of the SWA
experience, the following conceptual frameworks will be utilized for this study to gain a more
complete understanding of the designation and the power (or lack thereof) associated with it. The
research and literature review will rely on Whisenant et al.’s (2002) concept of hegemonic
masculinity as it relates to athletics and Nesler et al.’s (1993) concept of credibility and
perceived power. These concepts serve to both guide the interview and data collection process

and to provide a lens through which to view this study.

Hegemonic Masculinity

Whisenant et al. (2002) was one of the first to use hegemonic masculinity in sport, but
this research would be remiss if it didn’t credit the originator of the concept. Connell (1987,
1995) first conceptualized hegemonic masculinity as a “gender practice which embodies the
currently accepted answer to the problem of legitimacy of patriarchy, which guarantees (or is
taken to guarantee) the dominant position of men and the subordination of women” (Connell,
2005, p. 77). Connell (1987, 1995) coined the concept in an effort to begin exploring the
accepted societal norms of women being subordinate to men in just about every existing
category. In Connell’s (1987, 1995) findings, “male” was the standard and “female” was the
outlier.

Whisenant et al. (2002) built off of Connell’s (1987, 1995, 2005) research on hegemonic

masculinity and began by discussing the basis of hegemony before conceptualizing their version



of hegemonic masculinity as it relates to athletics. While their work focused specifically on the
advancement of intercollegiate athletic directors, their research and findings are exceedingly
relevant to the topic of perceived power among women serving in the SWA role as well.

Hegemony, which originally was defined as having “political and economic control ...
over another state,” (Whisenant et al., 2002, p. 485) can be defined as Connell (1987, 1995)
originally described it: a widely accepted societal norm. Whisenant et al. (2002) went on to
suggest that hegemony “is the simple acceptance of the status quo in society” (p. 486). Within
the landscape of college athletics, this acceptance of the status quo has led to the formation of
what many refer to as the “good ol’ boys network™ (Mechels-Struby, 2013; Rhode & Walker,
2008). The acceptance of athletics as a majority-male space is part of what has contributed to the
lack of women in leadership roles within college athletics.

Not unlike ungendered hegemony, hegemonic masculinity suggests that masculinity is
the societal norm and in some way superior to femininity (Whisenant et al., 2002). This poses an
acute issue for women working in athletics, as it suggests they are outside of what is
commonplace; maybe even considered unusual in some circumstances (Whisenant et al., 2002).
Hegemonic masculinity will serve as a key component of the conceptual framework for this
research, which aims to explore a gender-specific role for women within athletic departments.
Credibility and Perceived Power

Nesler et al.’s (1993) study was “designed to examine the effect of credibility on the
perceptions of power of a source” (p. 1409). Their research suggested that there should be a
direct relationship between credibility and perception of power within a person, specifically in a
social capacity (Nesler et al., 1993). When we consider women serving in the SWA role in the

predominantly masculine field of athletics, it is important to examine credibility and the



perceived power of the woman serving in that role. This examination allows a deeper dive into
the understanding of the SWA designation, and whether or not it is necessary or effective in its
current state.

Carli’s (1999) work does well to take Nesler et al.’s (1993) work to the next level,
especially when it comes to gender, interpersonal power, and social influence — the last two of
which we have learned are increasingly important for women in leadership roles in athletics
(Eagly & Karau, 2002; Whisenant et al., 2002). Carli (1999) posited that while a person’s
environment can impact the amount of power they possess, “there is evidence that in general,
men possess higher amount to expert and legitimate power than women do, and women possess
higher amounts of referent power than men do” (p. 83). It is important to note here, that Carli
(1999) went on to state that expert power, which men tend to possess more of, is not based “on
actual competence, but perceived competence” (p. 83). If women are perceived to be, on
average, less competent than men, this also means they are less influential in social situations
(Carli, 1999).

As mentioned in the introduction, only 59 percent of SWAs agree that they are actively
engaged in key decision-making at the highest level of their institution, while 71 percent of
athletic directors believed SWAs the same (NCAA, 2018b). However, this type of thought and
competence discrepancy is not limited to the world of college athletics. A survey conducted by
the Pew Research Center (2016) found that 63 percent of women agreed that obstacles exist for
women that make it harder for women than men, while only 41 percent of men thought the same.
The Pew Research Center (2014) also conducted studies on women and men in politics and
business and largely found that women were presumed to be better at compromise, while men

excelled at risk-taking. Compromise aligns well with referent power (often seen in women), as it
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focuses more on relationship-building (Carli, 1999; French & Raven, 1959; Hersey et al., 1979).
Risk-taking, on the other hand, aligns well with expert power and legitimate power, which are
more based on perception than reality (Carli, 1999; French & Raven, 1959; Hersey et al., 1979).
As we move further into the research, these concepts of power and gender roles will
continue to serve as a guiding light. The aforementioned research questions were framed with
Whisenant et al.’s (2002) concept of hegemonic masculinity and Nesler et al.’s (1993) concept of
credibility and perceived power in mind.
Operational Definitions
The following terms are used throughout this research and are defined as follows:
A. Senior Woman Administrator (SWA): “the highest-ranking female involved with the
management of an institution’s intercollegiate athletic program” (NCAA, 2018a, p. 18).
B. NCAA Division I: the top level of membership competition within NCAA intercollegiate
athletics, which, on average, includes institutions with the most available athletic
scholarships, enrolls the most students, and manages the largest athletic budgets (NCAA,
2021b).
C. Power: having authority, influence, and decision-making power over others.
Chapter Summary
The first chapter introduced an overview of the topic to be explored: perceptions of
power among women serving in the SWA designation at NCAA Division [ institutions in the
United States. The chapter also provided the purpose and significance of this study, the study’s
intended research questions and conceptual framework, and operational definitions that are

relevant to this study. The next chapter will provide an in-depth review of the literature as it
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relates to women in leadership roles in college athletics, specifically those serving in the SWA

designation.
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This research aims to better understand the SWA designation and the perception of power
among the women who hold the title. While the following literature review will examine the
overall experiences of women administrators in college athletics, the focus will be on those
serving in the SWA role. The broad review of women administrators in college athletics allows
context in an otherwise specific examination of what was intended to be a leadership designation
for women in college athletics.

Beginning with a look at the history of women in higher education, the literature review
explores the experiences of women in higher education generally. Women’s experiences in
higher education date as far back as the 1800s, and, not unlike their male counterparts, have
navigated through various changes and cultural events (e.g. World Wars, changes to federal
legislation, etc.). The overview of women in higher education provides context for the
experiences of women in college athletics, which is also an aspect of higher education in the
United States.

Following the look at women in higher education, the literature examines the historical
impact and influences of the governing bodies of men’s college athletics, women’s college
athletics, and the eventual merged co-ed governing body of intercollegiate athletics as we know
it today. The historical overview notes major events that led to the creation and current status of
the SWA designation. It also examines the impact Title IX legislation has had on participation

for women over the years — both in leadership positions and as student-athletes.
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In addition to a historical overview, the literature focuses on the underrepresentation of
women in leadership roles in college athletics. Guided by Whisenant et al.’s (2002) concept of
hegemonic masculinity as it relates to athletics, the lack of representation of women leadership
roles in college athletics is examined in a way that helps provide some perspective on why the
issue persists.

The literature explores the masculine nature of college athletics and the male-first
mindset that so many adopt in college athletics, which is similar to Whisenant et al.’s (2002)
concept of hegemonic masculinity. Through the insight of reports such as Rhode and Walker’s
(2008) “Gender Equity in College Athletics, Women Coaches as a Case Study,” the section on
the masculine nature of college athletics examines the role gender plays in equity in college
athletics.

Historical events, hegemonic masculinity, and the masculine nature of college athletics,
are just a few barriers that exist for women working in college athletics. Several other barriers
are discussed throughout the literature including societal norms, work or family conflicts, role
congruency, and homologous reproduction (Mechels-Struby, 2013).

The value of the SWA role, including perception of power and stigmas associated with
the role are also examined in the following review of literature. Wells et al.’s (2020a) suggestion
that women are held to different standards of evaluation provides context for some of the stigmas
associated with not only the SWA designation, but for women working in college athletics in
general. Eagly and Karau’s (2002) work on role congruity theory is utilized in this section as
well, as it posits that women in leadership roles are subject to prejudices because leadership

skills are more generally attributed to men.
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Finally, factors that affect the overall perception and self-perception of women serving in
the SWA role are explored throughout the following literature review. Factors such as role
congruency and organizational leadership charts within intercollegiate athletics are examined in
an effort to provide insight on women serving in the SWA role. A summary follows the literature
review and discusses whether the SWA designation has ultimately been helpful or hurtful.

Women in Higher Education

After having been banned from attending colleges and universities, Oberlin College was
among the first to admit women in 1837 (Graham, 1978). In the 1860s and 1870s, women’s
interest in higher education began to pick up steam (Schwartz, 1997). Female enrollment at
colleges and universities started off slowly, but women were persistent in their pursuit of higher
education and by 1880 they made up 32 percent of the undergraduate population at all colleges
and universities (Graham, 1978; Schwartz, 1997). It has been detailed that their experiences were
anything but easy. Schwartz (1997) even went so far as to say that women “survived their
experiences as students, faculty, and administrators” (p. 504). That higher education has ever
been an experience to “survive” for women tells us a great deal about some of the obstacles that
women have faced since the 1800s.

Schwartz (1997) went on to state that those women who did “survive” the early days of
their enrollment and involvement in higher education were prosperous. This aligns well with
Graham’s (1978) historical timeline, which states that “a record 32.5 percent of college
presidents, professors, and instructors were women ... in 1930” (p. 764). This period of
prosperity saw a decline soon thereafter, however, as men returned home from war and women
in academia and the professional workforce hit a low point in 1960 (Graham, 1978; Parker,

2015). Parker (2015) notes that the population of women on college campuses had decreased to
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just 21 percent in the mid-1950s. This led to a “general erosion of the respect and prominence of
women on college campuses” (Parker, 2015, p. 9). While women had more access to higher
education in the 1900s, the attitudes toward them on campuses likely led to the decline of their
presence during this era (Parker, 2015).

In the 1960s and 1970s, legislation like the 1964 Civil Rights Act and Title IX in 1972
moved the United States toward more equal workplaces and educational rights for women
(Parker, 2015). Although this legislation encouraged more women to participate in and lead
certain aspects of higher education at the time, the initial growth has not always kept up with the
times (Johnson, 2017; Parker, 2015). In 2009, a report titled “The White House Project:
Benchmarking Women’s Leadership” was published (Johnson, 2017). The report shared findings
on women in leadership roles across ten different segments of the workforce in the United States,
and in 2017, an update on some of the initial statistics was shared (Johnson, 2017).

Johnson’s (2017) update on “The White House Project” shared the following data points:

“Women have earned more than 50% of all associate degrees since 1978;

Women have earned more than 50% of all bachelor’s degrees since 1982;

Women have earned more than 50% of all master’s degrees since 1987; and
e Women have earned more than 50% of all doctoral degrees since 2006 (p. 3).
Despite this representation of women as students in higher education, 86 percent of all
presidents, provosts, and chancellors and 75 percent of full professors on college campuses were
still male as of 2012 (Parker, 2015; Johnson, 2017). Parker (2015) went on to state that further
data shows that when compared to their male counterparts, female professors “move up the

career ladder slower, are less productive, have heavier teaching loads, and have lower salaries”

(p. 9).
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These data do well to share the broader context of women in higher education. This
section also prefaces several parallel experiences to women in athletics. Women’s history in
athletics is women’s history in higher education, and the two are inextricably weaved together
throughout the historical overview of women administrators in college athletics.

Historical Overview of Women Administrators in College Athletics

Not unlike what was outlined above, the 1900s were a century of massive growth and
change for the United States. Women’s experiences in intercollegiate athletics — both in
participation and access — are no exception to that growth (Plyley, 1997). Figure 1 below is a

visual representation of the many changes women’s intercollegiate athletics experienced during

the 20™ century.
DGWS creates DGWS designs plan
Committee on CWA becomes NWSA renamed Commission on for Association for
Women's National Section Division for Girls & Intercollegiate Intercollegiate Official beginning
Athletics (CWA) on Women's Women's Sports Athletics for Athletics for Women  of AIAW & end of
established Athletics (NWSA) (DGWS) Women (CIAW) (AIAW) CIAW

A E SR SR A N

1917 1932 1958 1965 1971 1972

Figure 1: Timeline of changes to women’s athletics governing bodies (Plyley, 1997).

During the 1960s, as women’s athletics were becoming more widely accepted as a
legitimate entity, it became necessary to create an official governing organization (Plyley, 1997,
Wu, 1999). The AIAW was designed in 1971, and officially implemented in July of 1972

(Plyley, 1997). While there were other recognized structures that previously surrounded and
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governed women'’s athletics, the AIAW was the first to truly fight for equality in the athletic and

educational landscape for women (McCartney, 2007).

NCAA Takeover of AIAW

The AIAW’s main mission was “to develop and promote a women's athletic program
through the promulgation and enforcement of standard rules, the administration of championship
programs, and the generation of commercial support and visibility” (Plyley, 1997, p. 6).
Following its formation, the AIAW went on to serve as the primary governing body for women’s
intercollegiate athletics for another decade before stopping all operations in 1982 (Plyley, 1997;
Whisenant et al., 2002).

In July of 1980, the existing presidents of the ATAW held a conference at the University
of lowa, which was referred to as the Presidential Review (Wilson, 2013). The reason for
holding the conference was to discuss the NCAA’s vote in 1980 to add women’s championships
to their Division II and III levels (Wilson, 2013). The NCAA’s vote to sponsor women’s sports
in 1980 appeared to be in direct contrast of their previous interests as an organization, as they
heavily lobbied against Title IX regulations shortly after their passage (Plyley, 1997).

The NCAA, which was solely focused on men’s intercollegiate athletics until 1980, was
not the only college governing organization interested in supporting women’s athletics (Plyley,
1997). The National Association for Intercollegiate Athletics (NAIA) began hosting women’s
championships for nine sports in 1980-81 (Plyley, 1997). The following academic year (1981-
1982), all three organizations (i.e., AIAW, NCAA, NAIA) hosted championships for women’s
sports — a stark contrast to previous years when the AIAW exclusively hosted women’s

intercollegiate athletics championships (Plyley, 1997; Wilson, 2013).
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The stoppage of the AIAW came at the hands of a merger with the NCAA, despite the
fact that the NCAA had only been a governing body for men’s intercollegiate athletics until their
seemingly sudden interest in women’s sports in the early 1980s (Plyley, 1997; Whisenant et al.,
2002). The AIAW/NCAA relationship presented an opportunity for growth and additional
exposure for women’s athletics; however, the merger ended up resulting in a dramatic struggle
for power for control of women’s athletics that, in some ways, still continues today (Plyley,
1997; Whisenant et al., 2002). While the AIAW was not the first organized structure to hold
oversight of women’s athletics, it was the first recognized governing body that provided a source
of empowerment for the women who were a part of it (Plyley, 1997).

It is worth noting here that prior to the merger, the AIAW had grown its membership
from 278 institutional members to nearly 1,000 in its first 10 years of existence (Plyley, 1997).
Ultimately, the NCAA leaned on Title IX legislation — which they had previously lobbied against
— to justify their semi-abrupt decision to sponsor women’s athletics at the college level (Plyley,
1997).

The NCAA’s decision to adopt women'’s athletics and merge with the AIAW led to a
“marked decline in membership [in the AIAW], from 961 members in 1980-81 to 759 in 1981-
82” (Plyley, 1997, p. 10). The 21 percent decrease in membership also led to a decline in funds
for the already young organization that the AIAW was (Wilson, 2013). The NCAA, which had
more legitimacy due to its reputation as the men’s college athletics governing body, was able to
lean on existing membership dues from men’s college athletic programs, as well as gain
additional dues from newly initiated women’s college athletic programs (Wilson, 2013). Perhaps
even more devastating than the loss of membership dues, though, was the AIAW’s loss of a

“million-dollar television contract with NBC, a deal negotiated with the expectation that the
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AIAW would be the only sponsor of women’s intercollegiate championships” (Wilson, 2013, p.
10).

The rapid decline of the AIAW, which had built itself up almost as quickly as it fell, can
be attributed to a number of factors, most notably, the NCAA’s interest in adding women’s
athletics. In addition to the NCAA/AIAW merger, however, there are some implications that
Title IX may have had unintended effects on women in leadership roles in college athletics. The
following section examines Title IX legislation and its impact.

The Impact of Title IX

The AIAW established itself as a leading force for women’s athletics and equal
opportunity, so much so that the United States government took notice (Plyley, 1997). Because
of the organization’s efforts to create more administrative and athletic opportunities for women,
an amendment to the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1964 was proposed in 1971
(Plyley, 1997). Eventually, after “considerable Congressional debate,” the amendment was
signed in to place on June 23, 1972, and became what we know today as Title IX of the
Education Amendments Act of 1972 (2018; Plyley, 1997).

As a reminder, Title IX states that no person in the United States will be discriminated
against “on the basis of sex” in any program that receives federal assistance (Title IX of the
Education Amendments Act, 1972). College athletic programs are educational in nature and they
receive federal funding, which means that the passage of Title IX put college athletic
departments at risk of losing that federal funding if they did not comply (Women’s Sports
Foundation, n.d.). The bill not only exposed issues within athletics, but in American educational

institutions across the board (Plyley, 1997).
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Effects of Equity Laws: Intended & Unintended

Title IX has worked in many capacities to increase opportunities for women in sport and
education. However, in some cases, it has actually had an opposite effect (Whisenant et al.,
2002). As the ATAW began to gain notoriety, men began to take an interest in leadership roles
and female athletic administrators began to be pushed out of the roles they had held for so many
years (Elsesser, 2019). Title IX provided (and still provides) equal funding for men’s and
women’s athletics at institutions who received federal funding, which has been exceptionally
beneficial for female student-athletes (Elsesser, 2019). However, the legislation had nearly a
completely reverse effect on women in coaching and leadership roles (Elseser, 2019).

While women held 90 percent of the coaching jobs for women’s teams in the years prior
to the passage of Title IX in 1972, as of 2019 women only held only 40.8 percent of those roles
(Elsesser, 2019). The unfortunate reality is that these data do not stop at coaching roles.
Whisenant et al. (2002) point out that although the NCAA/AIAW merger led to an increase in
female athlete participation in sports, “there was a vast reduction in the percentage of women in
senior decision-making positions within athletic departments” (p. 486). Additionally, drawing
from an annual report created by The Institute for Diversity and Ethics and Sport (TIDES),
Elsesser (2019) highlighted that “women made up only 10.5% of Division I athletics directors”
(para. 7) compared to more than 90 percent prior to Title IX (Acosta & Carpenter, 2014). The
2019 TIDES report goes on to state the following significant gender discrepancies in leadership
roles within college athletics: “Associate athletics directors were 67.7 percent male and 32.3
percent female in Division I and assistant athletics directors were 69.0 percent male and 31.0
percent female in Division I in 2018-2019” (Lapchick et al., 2020, p. 27). The TIDES report

placed the above statistic at a C+ level grade for gendered hiring and noted an increase from 31.4
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to 32.3 percent from 2017-2018 for women in the roles of associate and assistant athletics
directors at NCAA Division [ institutions (Lapchick et al., 2020).

In addition to the TIDES report the Tucker Center has produced a longitudinal research
series over the past nine years, which outlines information on women in college coaching. In
their 2020-2021 report, Boucher et al. (2021) include the following figure to demonstrate the

discrepancies over time in head coaching roles at the NCAA Division I level.

Year Schools Female Male Total Coaches
N % n % n N
2017-18 Head Coaches 349 41.7 1463 58.3 2049 3512
2018-19 Head Coaches 351 42.1 1491 57.9 2050 3541
2019-20 Head Coaches 352 42.3 1501 57.8 2054 3555
2020-21 Head Coaches 357 42.7 1527 57.3 2051 3578

Figure 2: Percentage of Division-I Women Head Coaches for Women’s Teams (Boucher et al., 2021).

While there is a slight increase of women in head coaching roles in college noted in the
figure, men still predominantly hold the role of head coach. Women are still serving in head
coaching roles at a rate of 15 percent less than their male counterparts despite significant growth
in female student-athlete participation over the years (Boucher et al., 2021; NCAA, 2020).
Addition of the SWA Designation

As outlined by the aforementioned data, the merging of the AIAW with the NCAA
brought on a significant loss of control of women’s sports for women in leadership roles
(McCartney, 2007). During the merger with the NCAA, men who served in the role of athletic
director generally assumed the role of oversight for both men’s and women'’s intercollegiate

sports (McCartney, 2007). Women who had previously served as athletic directors for women’s
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intercollegiate sports were effectively pushed out of those roles (McCartney, 2007). The
merger’s impact on women in leadership roles seems to be an oversight by the NCAA during the
merger process, as it set women up to be underrepresented in leadership roles for decades to
come.

In an attempt to right the ship, so to speak, at the beginning of the merger, the NCAA
introduced the position of Primary Woman Administrator (PWA) in 1981 (Smith et al., 2020). At
the time, it was introduced as a designation for the individual — male or female — overseeing
intercollegiate women’s sports at their given institution (Smith et al., 2020). A few years later,
the position evolved into the gender-based designation we know it as today: the Senior Woman
Administrator (SWA). The renaming from PWA to SWA came in 1989 and added new
responsibilities that were aimed at “creat[ing] a means for women to be more involved in the
overall management of college athletics” (Smith et al., 2020, p. 119).

According to Acosta and Carpenter (2014), “9 out of 10 athletics programs have at least
one female on the administrative staff” (p. E). At first glance, this statistic seems like a good
thing for women serving in leadership roles in college athletics. However, a closer examination
tells us that 9 of 10 athletic programs have at least one woman administrator. One woman
administrator in an entire athletic department is not representative of the student-athlete
population most athletic departments serve. While it may have been implemented with good
intentions, the SWA designation has progressed in a way that often leaves only one woman in
senior-level administrative roles at NCAA institutions (Smith et al., 2019; Smith et al., 2020).
While women made up more than 90 percent of head administrators within intercollegiate
athletics prior to 1972, that percentage had dwindled to less than 25 percent by 2014 (Acosta &

Carpenter, 2014).

23



Although it was created to ensure women were serving in at least one leadership role in
the athletic department, the SWA designation has failed to progress with the times. The
following examines the underrepresentation of women in leadership roles in college athletics and

explores some of the factors that have prohibited women from assuming those roles.

Underrepresentation of Women in Leadership Roles in College Athletics

Knowledge of the historical aspects of women in athletics help us understand how
underrepresentation of women in leadership roles continues to happen across the landscape of
intercollegiate athletics today. In 2013, an audit by the Women’s Sport and Fitness Foundation
“found that women are underrepresented on national governing bodies of sport at worryingly low
levels” (Hancock & Hums, 2016, p. 198). Part of what contributes to those “worryingly low
levels™ is a societal “bias [that] makes us gravitate toward men” when we consider leadership
positions (Elsesser, 2019, para. 11). If female student-athletes do not see women in
administrative roles, they may find it difficult to imagine pursuing a career in college athletics.

Hancock and Hums (2016) point to “homologous reproduction” as one reason for the
lack of representation. Homologous reproduction alludes to the fact that people are more likely
to hire people with similar characteristics to them (Kanter, 1977). Simply put, homologous
reproduction in an athletic department would mean that men are more likely to hire other men
into leadership roles within the department, rather than hiring a woman. Hancock and Hums
(2016) also suggest underrepresentation is double-edged sword, and state that “the lack of female
representation in executive levels of management perpetuates the stereotype that women are not
capable or qualified for substantive leadership roles” (p. 204).

This “social acceptance of gendered norms” is the framework Whisenant et al. (2002)

refer to as “hegemonic masculinity” (McCartney, 2007). As outlined in the conceptual
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framework for this research, Whisenant et al. (2002) described the concept of hegemonic
masculinity as a societal acceptance that masculinity (or behavior typically associated with men)
is the preferred characteristic for leaders. This concept ties well to the previously mentioned
homologous reproduction as explained by Hancock and Hums (2016). If hegemonic masculinity
is an accepted form of practice, even on the subconscious level, hiring practices are likely to
reflect that as well, thereby creating additional barriers for women in sport (McCartney, 2007).

Acosta and Carpenter (2006) found homologous reproduction and hegemonic masculinity
to be alive and well in athletic departments in their 29-year update on their longitudinal study
studying women in intercollegiate athletics. Their findings showed that when an athletic director
is male at the NCAA Division I level, “only 43.3% of the coaches for women’s teams are female
compared to when the athletic director is a female, 48.5% of the coaches are female (Acosta &
Carpenter, 2006 p. 10). While a five percent difference may not seem like much, at the very
least, it does well to show the effects of homologous reproduction. Women are more likely than
their male counterparts to hire women, but women may also be subject to the ideals of
hegemonic masculinity, which could explain the small difference in percentages.
Masculine Nature of College Sports

We have established that athletics is a predominantly male space which has led to an
underrepresentation of women in leadership roles in the space. One factor to consider is that
sport may socially accepted as masculine because men’s history with athletics is much longer
standing — and has been much more widely accepted for much longer — than women’s history
with athletics.

Men’s long-standing involvement and oversight of college athletics — both men’s and

women’s — has created, in some cases, what is often referred to as the “good ol’ boys’ network”™
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(Mechels-Struby, 2013; Rhode & Walker, 2008). Unfortunately, this mindset — which aligns well
with Whisenant et al.’s (2002) concept of hegemonic masculinity — suggests that men in
leadership roles hire people who look and act like them (McCartney, 2007; Mechels-Struby,
2013). Rhode and Walker (2008) point to the “good ol’ boys’ network™ as a key consideration in
their research because participants reported issues of “forms of favoritism” within the sphere of
college athletics administration (p. 36). By that standard, the “good ol’ boys network™ can be
seen as a tangible form of homologous reproduction at work in a college athletic department
(McCartney, 2007).

In their study titled “Gender Equity in College Athletics, Women Coaches as a Case
Study,” Rhode and Walker (2008) found that most participants believed time and experience to
be a major factor in why women had less leadership roles within intercollegiate athletics. As a
result of Title IX and the NCAA/ATAW merger, salaries for coaching positions of women’s
athletic teams went up, which, in turn, attracted more men to the roles (Rhode & Walker, 2008).
As a result, women working in athletics experienced more competition for coaching and other
leadership positions and were effectively left out of consideration for positions with high-
revenue sports that typically lead to elevated leadership roles in athletic departments (Rhode &
Walker, 2008). This alludes to the “double-edged sword”” Hancock and Hums (2016) discuss: as
women are left out of consideration and not hired the stereotype that men are more capable for
such positions is perpetuated.

In addition to time and experience, Whisenant et al.’s (2002) concept of hegemonic
masculinity serves as an additive to the masculine nature of college athletics. They posited that
the concept of hegemonic masculinity is a “social acceptance of gendered norms.” The concept

of hegemonic masculinity, especially within athletic departments, can lead to the previously
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mentioned homologous reproduction as explained by Hancock and Hums (2016). Because
athletics is a male-dominated field, hiring practices within athletic departments are likely to be
homologous, resulting in the hiring of more men, thereby creating less space for women in sport,
and again perpetuating an untrue stereotype that women are less capable of serving successfully
in leadership roles in college athletics (Hancock & Hums, 2006; McCartney, 2007).

Despite the knowledge of the constraints of time and experience, Peachey and Burton
(2011) posited that most organizational practices and procedures serve to propagate male
dominance within the field of athletics. We have established that there is a gender gap within
leadership in college athletics. With men representing the majority of athletic directors (80.7
percent, as noted by Peachey and Burton in 2011), it is no surprise that the field continues to be
dominated by men. Due in large part to hegemonic masculinity and homologous reproduction,
men hold the most influential and powerful roles in athletic departments, while women are left to
more traditional gendered roles, such as student-facing roles like academics, compliance, and
student-athlete development (Peachey & Burton, 2011). Peachey and Burton (2011) postulated
that, in addition to being underrepresented and being funneled into certain gendered roles,
women are also compensated for their work at a lower rate than their male counterparts. Male-
dominance serves as just one of many barriers for women in college athletics. The following
section explores additional barriers women in athletics face.
Barriers for Women

When discussing women in the workplace, “the glass ceiling” is almost always a phrase
that is mentioned. The phrase, which was first conceptualized in the 1980s, is a metaphor of
some of the non-visible barriers that exist for women and minorities attempting to work their

way up the corporate ladder (Johns, 2013). In 1995, several barriers women face were affirmed
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by a report issued by the Glass Ceiling Commission (Johns, 2013). The report outlined two
major societal barriers for women and minorities: “The Supply Barrier — Opportunity and
Achievement” and “The Difference Barrier — Stereotypes, Prejudice, and Bias” (Glass Ceiling
Commission, 1995, p. 27).

The report shares in depth how the Supply Barrier impacts career mobility for women
and minorities and shares ways in which stereotypes can lead to corporate biases and affect
hiring practices (Glass Ceiling Commission, 1995). The Glass Ceiling Commission’s findings
illustrate the barriers that exist, and have existed, across the board for women in all fields of
work. Although women have been more visible in the field of academia than in many other
fields, higher education has its own stereotypes and biases which can prevent the advancement of
women to leadership roles.

Barriers for Women in Higher Education

As previously mentioned, the field of higher education is not exempt from the glass
ceiling. Barriers such as biases and discrimination in the workplace still exist for women in
higher education (Lewis, 2012). Lewis (2012) pointed out the familial responsibilities that
typically fall on women as a major and multi-faceted barrier for women in higher education. In
an attempt to avoid biases related to familial care, women in higher education may employ
strategies such as staying single or not having children (or having fewer children than desired) in
order to “keep up” with their male counterparts (Lewis, 2012).

Lewis (2012) went on to suggest that men may be intentionally or unintentionally
upholding gender discrepancies and biases in the workplace. As discussed earlier, things like
Connell’s (1987, 1995, 2005) concept of hegemonic masculinity and Eagly and Karau’s (2002)

work on social role theory and role congruity theory aid in the status quo. If women are
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responsibilities for SWAs with other sport oversight could also help lead to more visibility for
non-revenue-generating sports, which are typically predominantly women’s sports.
Implications
The implications from this study’s findings were both specific and indirect. They focus
largely on the need for change within individual athletic departments and the broader landscape
of college athletics. As such, the implications are broken down into two categories: 1) Individual

Athletics Departments and 2) NCAA College Athletics Landscape.

Individual Athletics Departments

In Chapter 2, the gap that exists between men and women in positions of power in
athletics at every level was discussed. Specifically, we examined Eagly and Karau’s (2002) work
on role congruity theory, which suggests that women in leadership roles are subject to prejudices
because leadership skills are more generally attributed to men. A key piece that was discovered
in the findings of this research was that the leadership style of the athletic director plays such a
vital role to the self-perception of power of women serving as SWAs at NCAA Division I
institutions in the United States. The leadership of the athletic director, as described by several
participants, is what can make or break an experience. In order to create more consistency across
the board for women serving as SWA, it is vital for athletic directors to not only understand the
role of the SWA, but to also hold the role in high regard — regardless of whether the athletic
director is male or female. Ensuring that women serving as SWA have primary or secondary
oversight of at least one revenue sport (most commonly men’s basketball, women’s basketball,
and football) is a distinct way athletic directors can ensure the importance of this role.

As mentioned in the literature, McCartney (2007) found that institutional climate and

culture can lead to stereotyping that “associate[s] leadership with maleness” (Bolman & Deal,
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2003, p. 347). McCartney’s (2007) findings directly relate to Whisenant’s (2002) concept of
hegemonic masculinity, which suggests that masculinity is the preferred characteristic for
leadership. In her interview, Beach Girl made a direct comment about the lack of women in sport
oversight roles for revenue sports. She said, “But if we look long term, I do think women have to
be able to branch out and oversee football for just for, you know, God forbid, a woman doesn't
know how to oversee football because you know, a dollar is different in football than it is in
soccer.” Ensuring that women — not just the SWA — have primary or secondary oversight of
revenue sports can help to battle the hegemonic masculinity we see within athletic departments,
especially when given oversight of male revenue sports.

Another way to ensure the evolution of the SWA designation, and therefore the continued
development of the women who serve in it, is to put more women in leadership roles in athletics.
While McCartney’s (2007) concept of the lack of critical mass focused broadly on women in
higher education, it is directly applicable to the findings of this research in athletics as well.
Women must be in leadership roles within athletic departments in order to employ any type of
power as explained by Frrench and Raven (1959), as nearly all those types of power rely on
position and status in the first place. Without being in positions of authority, women would need
to rely on connection power, as defined by Hersey et al. (1979) which relies on “connections
with influential or important people” (p. 419). Connection power can only be successful form of
power if a person’s network includes influential or important people. For women serving as
SWA, we know their networks can be subject to various forms of isolation that their male
counterparts do not experience as often (Katz et al., 2018).

This research extends the work of Katz et al. (2018) and suggests that battling network

isolation can start within individual athletic departments. By moving away from the single,
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gender-based SWA designation and into a more ratio-based approach to ensuring women are in
leadership roles, athletic departments can improve critical mass of women in leadership roles and
help to build a network on their on campus. Athletic directors — and campus officials — must
examine the makeup of their student-athlete population and work to hire a staff that is
representative of that population. This means having a staff — coaches, graduate assistants,
administrators, and otherwise — that looks like the student-athletes it serves from all standpoints
(gender, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, etc.). Hiring a ratio equivalent amount of women into
leadership roles will allow individual athletic departments to move past having at least one

woman in a leadership role to ensuring that there are multiple women in leadership roles.

NCAA College Athletics Landscape

In addition to individual athletic departments, change must happen at the national level
for it to truly have a widespread impact. The NCAA must work to do two things: 1) clearly
define the role for all divisions and 2) make the designation a requirement on every campus. As
it stands, the NCAA has utilized a very broad definition for SWA across all divisions. In its
manual, the NCAA defines SWA as “the highest-ranking female involved with the management
of an institution’s intercollegiate athletic program” (NCAA, 2018a, p. 18). This definition is no
different than if the manual were to define an athletic director — which it does not — and yet it
remains a part of the yearly rules manual. Chapter 2 made mention of the work of Wells et al.
(2020a), which stated that the NCAA’s definition and lack of job description for an SWA has led
to decision-making power being discounted in some ways. The findings of this research suggests
that rather than maintaining the gender-based definition of SWA, the NCAA should clearly
define it as a role — not unlike the way it has defined other roles in the athletic department such

as head coaches, assistants, and graduate assistants. Clearly defining what the SWA designation
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is and what the designee’s job responsibilities are can help to alleviate so much of the confusion
participants discussed during their interviews.

The confusion that surrounds the role has led to misperceptions about not only the
designation, but also the women who hold it. One misconception that exists as pointed out in the
NCAA’s 2017 Optimization of the Senior Woman Administrator Designation report is that the
he SWA designation is not a requirement. The report distinctly points out that the “NCAA
Constitution defines the term, and does not technically require an institution to have an SWA”
(NCAA, 2018b, p. 9). This confusion plays a major role in the misperceptions that exist
surrounding the SWA designation and has impacted growth in leadership roles for women in
collegiate athletics.

The NCAA must move from simply defining the SWA as a designation athletic directors
can choose to have to a required designation on all campuses, regardless of division. In Chapter
2, it was mentioned that as of 2018, only nine percent of SWAs at the NCAA Division I level
oversee men’s basketball and/or football (NCAA, 2018b). This acceptance of the status quo in
college athletics is what leads to hegemonic masculinity (Whisenant et al., 2002). The status quo,
in return is what leads to typical organizational hierarchy and perpetuates the gendered
hegemony that impacts the advancement of women (Chliwniak, 1997). This research suggests
that the NCAA should move to clearly define the role of the SWA to something such as: a high-
ranking female member of the executive leadership team in an athletic department who oversees
gender equity and Title IX legislation, as well as primary or secondary oversight of football (or
men’s basketball at schools that do not have football). While this is still a gender-based approach

for a single position, it provides clarity for what the SWA should have oversight of as well as
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ensuring that she is involved with the leadership of at least one of the institution’s major revenue
sports.
Limitations

The limitations of this study include participants confirming their experiences via email,
rather than via video call. Email was utilized due to time constraints of participants, who were
actively traveling to attend various conferences as a part of their duties during the data collection
period. Although all responded to the email correspondence (Appendix E), some simply replied
that the outlined themes aligned with their experiences, while others added additional thoughts
and comments. This was limiting in that the researcher did not follow up again for further
explanation due to the aforementioned time constraints.

Additionally, the study only examined the experiences of eight women, eight of whom
served at FBS institutions, who served at NCAA Division I institutions. Therefore, the results of
this research study may not be indicative of the experiences of other women serving as SWA at
FCS, Division II, or Division III institutions.

Future Research

Based on the findings of this study, there are a variety of options for future studies. As
mentioned in the limitations, this study only focused on the experiences of women serving as
SWA at NCAA Division I institutions. There are a variety of divisions and institutional sizes
(e.g. Division I, Division II, Division III, FBS, FCS, P5, or non-P5, etc.) that factor into the
experience of an SWA. Future studies could examine the experiences of women at varying
divisional level (e.g. perceptions of women serving as SWA at only Division II schools). These
divisional differences could provide more insight into this study’s findings of inconsistency and

misperceptions.

133



Another variable that was not exclusively explored in this study is race and ethnicity.
While they were outlined in the findings as a way to show diversity in the study and also to
demonstrate how race and ethnicity may also impact the lived experiences of participants, these
demographics were not explored in a way that examined the impact they may have on a
participant’s lived experience as SWA. Specifically, exploring how race and ethnicity
similarities and differences between an SWA and her athletic director could impact or influence
the experience she has as SWA (e.g. Black SWA with a white, male athletic director).

Finally, this research study only explored the experiences and perceptions of SWAs.
Future studies may be interested in exploring perceptions of athletic directors, coaches, athletic
department staff, and student-athletes in tandem with the perceptions of SWAs. Information
gained from a study like that would provide a more holistic view of the true power — decision-
making and otherwise — that women who serve as SWAs hold.

Concluding Thoughts

This qualitative study utilized a phenomenological design to capture the essence of the
lived experiences of women serving as SWAs at NCAA Division I institution in the United
States. Through semi-structured interviews, the researcher was able to co-create meaning with
the study participants as they shared insight on their experiences as SWAs. As stated in the
literature, the submerging of the AIAW into the NCAA brought on a significant loss of control
of women’s sports for women in leadership roles (McCartney, 2007). The impact on women in
leadership roles seemed to be an oversight by the NCAA during their takeover, as it set women
up to be underrepresented in leadership roles for decades to come. In their attempt toward
damage control, so to speak, the SWA designation was created. For several participants, the

feeling of being a secondary thought seemed to still be relevant today. Barbara repeatedly
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mentioned during her interview that she felt underutilized in her role as SWA. Cheryl and Janet
were both navigating new athletic directors and mentioned their role as SWA was evolving.

Based on the findings of this study, the constant evolution of the SWA designation is not
always one that is helpful. Rather than evolving the role from its gender-based origin into more
executive leadership roles for women in athletics, the SWA designation has ensured that there
will be at least one woman in a leadership role in athletics. Not an amount that is representative
of the student-athlete population, but “at least one.” Things like the acceptance athletics as a
majority-male space is part of what has led to the underrepresentation of women in leadership
roles in college athletics, and, inevitably, the formation of what many refer to as the “good ol’
boys network” (Mechels-Struby, 2013; Rhode & Walker, 2008).

It is unacceptable to accept athletics as a majority-male space when, in reality, it is not. In
the literature, participation rates over time were discussed. It was mentioned that the total
number of NCAA sponsored men’s sports programs has essentially stayed the same since 1982
(2,778 programs in 1982 vs. 2,989 programs in 2020), only noting a 7.5 percent increase over
time. The number of NCAA sponsored women’s sports programs, however, has nearly doubled
across 40 years jumping from 1,767 programs in 1982 to 3,672 or 108 percent (NCAA, 2020).
With increases in participation for women and girls in sport essentially since the passage of Title
IX in 1972, it does not make sense that women in leadership roles in athletics should not be
following the same trend. The aforementioned data beg the question: why? The acceptance of
homologous reproduction and hegemonic masculinity in athletics is a key reason. The idea that
male is the standard in these spaces must change — in a broad and sweeping way.

It is worth noting that prior to the completion of interviews for this study, it was intended

to be titled, “From Designation to Stagnation.” While there is still some truth to that title, it
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evolved to “Designation, Stagnation, and Representation” following the data collection process
to be more holistically reflective of the experiences of participants. A pre-conceived notion of
the researcher was that the designation was not necessary in today’s landscape of college
athletics — that it was outdated and largely not useful. However, with each participant interview,
the researcher discovered just how necessary the designation remains. Participants’ mentions of
the misperceptions that still exist today and the idea that women may not be hired if not for the
designation made it glaringly obvious that, at a minimum, something like it is still needed.

As mentioned in the literature, it is important to challenge the status quo and ensure that
women are not only be represented at the highest levels but heard. Wells et al. (2020b) stated that
“having a gendered distinction like SWA does not protect women from gendered inequities; in
fact, it reemphasizes the imbalance of power to what becomes the normalized, mostly male,
alternative” (n.p.). This study proved that the gendered distinction is part of what leads to
inconsistency and misperceptions about the designation. Rather than including a designation that
identifies the highest-ranking female in an athletic department, intercollegiate athletics should
focus on reevaluating the systems that perpetuate a lack of women in leadership roles within
NCAA member institutions across all divisions. The NCAA often emphasizes fairness and
inclusivity when discussing the environment it strives to provide for student-athletes. It is time

that mission included staff, as well.
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APPENDIX A
Initial Recruitment Correspondence
Hello,

I am pursuing my doctoral degree in the Curriculum and Instruction program at the University of
South Florida, with a focus in Higher Education Administration. Currently, I am in the process of
recruiting participants to partake in my study entitled From Designation to Stagnation: A
Qualitative Exploration of Self-Perception of Power Among NCAA Division I Senior Woman
Administrators.

The purpose of my research is to understand the self-reported experiences of women serving in
the SWA role at NCAA Division institutions in the United States. I am looking for participants
who meet the following criteria:

a. currently serve in the SWA role

b. work at an NCAA Division I institution in the United States, and

c. have served as SWA for at least two years prior to start of this study

If you or anyone you know meet(s) these criteria and would be interested please have them
complete the survey through the link below. If there are any questions, please email me directly
at tonion(@usf.edu, and I will answer any questions about the process. Your help is greatly
appreciated.

Pre-Participation Survey Link

Sincerely,

Tayler Onion
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APPENDIX B
Follow-up Recruitment Correspondence
Hi,

Thank you for filling out the Pre-Participation Survey Link for my dissertation study! First, I’d
like to formally e-introduce myself — my name is Tayler Onion, and as a reminder, my study is
titled From Designation to Stagnation: A Qualitative Exploration of Self-Perception of Power
Among NCAA Division I Senior Woman Administrators. It explores the self-perceived power of
women serving as SWAs at NCAA Division [ institutions in the United States.

I would like to move forward with scheduling a 60-minute interview for us to discuss your
experiences more in-depth. I’'m including a link to my calendar below, please feel free to choose

a date and time that work best with your schedule.

https://calendly.com/tayler-onion/dissertation-interview

Looking forward to chatting more. Thank you for your willingness to participate!
Sincerely,

Tayler Onion
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APPENDIX C

Pre-Interview Survey

Survey Description:

This survey is to be completed by individuals interested in participating in research to
fulfill dissertation requirements. The research topic is: Perceptions of Power Among
Female Athletic Administrators Serving in the SWA Designation at NCAA Division I
Institutions in the United States. If you are interested in participating, please complete the
survey below. Selected participants will be contacted via email to confirm their
participation in this study.

Questions:
1. Name (First Name, Last Name)
2. What is your email address?
3. What is your age?
4. What is your race?
5. Do you currently serve as an SWA at an NCAA Division I institution in the United
States?
6. How long have you served as an SWA?
7. What size is the school at which you work?

a. FCS
b. FBS, Power 5

c. FBS, non-Power 5
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APPENDIX D
Interview Guide

Topic: Perceptions of Power Among Female Athletic Administrators Serving in the
SWA Designation at NCAA Division I Institutions in the United States

Opening Script:
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this qualitative research. Before we get started, I
will provide some context on the project. I am completing this research as a requirement
for my Ph.D. program at the University of South Florida. As someone who has worked in
and around college athletics in various capacities since 2009, this topic is of great interest
to me. It is my intent to gather information on the lived experiences of women serving in
the SWA role at NCAA Division [ institutions in an effort to capture the essence of that
experience.

Demographic Questions:
1. To ensure anonymity, this study will utilize pseudonyms to identify each participant.

What name would you like to use?

2. What is your current title in addition to your SWA designation?

3. What is your level of education?

4. How many years have you served as the SWA at your institution?

Research Question 1: How does the administrator in the SWA role perceive her overall
experience in the role?
1. Asthe SWA at your institution, tell me about your perception of your role.
a. What is your perception of your athletic director’s view of your role?
b. What is your perception of the student-athletes’ view of your role?

c. What is your perception of the coaches’ view of your role?
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d. What is your perception of athletic department staffs’ view of your role?

Research Question 2: How does the SWA perceive the overall power of her designation?
1. Please describe your job duties and responsibilities.
a. Do you feel the SWA designation is necessary to complete your job duties?
2. Discuss the challenges and successes of holding the SWA designation at your
institution.
3. Do you feel you are truly the highest-ranking female in your athletic department?
4. On ascale of 1-10, 10 being the highest — how much power do you feel you have in

your department?

Research Question 3: Does the administrator in the SWA role perceive herself to have true
decision-making power within the athletic department?
1. Do you feel you have true decision-making power within the athletic department?
2. Do you have any sport oversight? If so, please share the sports and what that looks
like as a part of your job duties.

a. Do you feel your sport assignments enhance your role?

Research Question 4: How do administrators in the SWA role perceive the designation to
add value to the athletic department?

1. What are ways in which the SWA role adds value to your athletic department?

2. How do you feel the SWA designation has impacted (or will impact) your career

trajectory?
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3. Do you see any parallels between the Chief Diversity Officer designation and the
SWA designation?
4. TIs there anything else you’d like to add to help me better understand your experiences
as the SWA at your institution?
Closing Script:
Thank you for your time today. Once I complete my overall analysis of the data, I will be
reaching back out to gather your feedback on my findings. That will likely be a shorter

meeting. Is that something you’d be willing to do?

*Thank again regardless of the answer to willingness to participate in member checks.
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APPENDIX E
Post-Interview Follow-up Email
Hi,

I wanted to send a note to say thank you again for taking the time out of your schedule to
participate in an interview for my dissertation research. In the interest of time, I'm following up
on my findings via email. Below you’ll see the major themes that emerged from the data. My ask
of you at this point is two-fold: 1) Please reply to this email by Friday, July 1, and let me
know if these themes align with your lived experience(s) as SWA; and 2) Please share any

additional thoughts you may have about the themes as they relate to your individual experience
as an SWA.

Emerged Themes:
1. The Designation for Representation
a. Discusses the importance of having the designation to ensure diversity of thought
in leadership roles at NCAA Division I institutions, as well as providing
representation in leadership roles for the next generation of leaders. Finally, this
theme outlines the feeling that the designation is unnecessary as it relates to
completing job duties, but necessary in terms of diverse hiring practices (e.g.
ensuring women are in at least one leadership role in athletic departments).

2. Consistently Inconsistent
a. Discusses various inconsistencies experienced by women serving as SWA from
institution size (FBS v. FCS and Power 5 vs. non-Power 5) to athletic director
leadership to internal and external misperceptions about the designation.

3. Inherent Power
a. Discusses the inherent power associated with being an SWA, such as inclusion in
NCAA and conference governance. Additionally, this theme outlines the level of
respect and stature most participants described they felt as a result of holding the
designation at their institution. Finally, this theme discusses the potential for
pigeonholing of women who serve in the role (e.g. only having Title IX or gender
equity duties or only overseeing women’s sports).

Thanks again for your help in this!
Sincerely,

Tayler Onion
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APPENDIX F

IRB Approval Letter

2/° SOUTH FLORIDA

EXEMPT DETERMINATION

April 25, 2022

Tailer Onion

Dear Ms. Tayler Onion:

On 4/22/2022, the IRB reviewed and approved the following protocol:

Application Type: | Initial Study

IRB ID: | STUDY004176

Review Type: | Exempt 2

Title: | From Designation to Stagnation: A Qualitative Exploration of the
Self-Perception of Power Among NCAA Division I Senior Woman
Administrators

Protocol: | « HRP-503a - Onion 3.0;

The IRB determined that this protocol meets the criteria for exemption from IRB review.

In conducting this protocol, you are required to follow the requirements listed in the
INVESTIGATOR MANUAL (HRP-103).

Please note, as per USF policy, once the exempt determination is made, the application is
closed in BullsIRB. This does not limit your ability to conduct the research. Any
proposed or anticipated change to the study design that was previously declared exempt
from IRB oversight must be submitted to the IRB as a new study prior to initiation of the
change. However, administrative changes, including changes in research personnel, do
not warrant a modification or new application.

Ongoing IRB review and approval by this organization is not required. This
determination applies only to the activities described in the IRB submission and does not
apply should any changes be made. If changes are made and there are questions about
whether these activities impact the exempt determination, please submit a new request to
the IRB for a determination.

Institutional Review Boards / Research Integrity & Compliance
FWA No. 00001669
University of South Florida / 3702 Spectrum Blvd., Suite 165 / Tampa, FL 33612 / 813-
974-5638
Page 1 of 2
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2/° SOUTH FLORIDA

Sincerely,

Jennifer Walker
IRB Research Compliance Administrator

Institutional Review Boards / Research Integrity & Compliance

FWA No. 00001669
University of South Florida / 3702 Spectrum Blvd., Suite 165 / Tampa, FL 33612 / 813-

974-5638
Page 2 of 2
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