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Abstract The higher the organization level, the lower the
percentage of women in governance. The purpose of the
present study was to explore how men and women negotiate
women’s ‘fit’ as candidates for boards of national sport
organizations. We based our analysis on in- depth interviews
with male chairs and female board members. The results
provide evidence that men can control boards by affirming
and negating affirmative action policies and by framing the
process of recruitment and selection in such a way as to
reproduce the male-dominated culture in the board. Women,
in their turn, tend to negotiate their entry by distancing
themselves from their gender and proving their ‘fit.’
Keywords Gender . Governance . Sport .
Recruitment and selection
Although a considerable amount of research has explored
the under-representation of women in senior management
(see for example, Martin, 2001; Power & Butterfield, 2003;
Rutherford, 2001; Wacjman, 1998), relatively less research
has focused on the gendering of boards of directors. This is
puzzling because the board of directors of an organization
formally constitutes the pinnacle of organizational power,
oversight, and decision making (Acker, 1990; Hoye, 2002;
Sarra, 2005; Sheridan & Milgate, 2003). Boards of
directors are a fertile site for the study of gender relations
because these are places of organizational power, and, in
essence, they determine the goals of senior management.
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Boards of directors provide the general framework for
organizational policies and conditions under which an
organization operates and functions. As the higher a
position in the organizational hierarchy, the fewer the
number of women in those positions, it is not surprising
that the percentage of women who are members of national
boards of directors is lower than the percentage of women
who are senior managers (CDWI, 2004). Yet there is
growing recognition that women are stakeholders in all
types of organizations from corporate to volunteer and that
they must be part of governing processes as well.
Corporations have been aware of the need for diversity in
the rank and file and in the client base, but have only
recently begun to address the shortage of women in
governance. Daily and Dalton (2003) have argued that
boards of directors need women members because they add
unique strengths to the board that men do not have, because
their presence signals a commitment of the board to gender
equity in the entire organization, and because their presence
enhances organizational productivity.
Yet women directors are scarce (CDWI, 2004). Although
73.5% of the 200 largest companies in the world have at
least one woman director, only 10.4% of all board members
in the Fortune top 200 are women. The American
companies that belong to the Fortune Global 200 have
more women directors (17.5%) than European companies,
who typically have less than one-half of that number. Women
for example, comprise 6.3% of the corporate board members
in The Netherlands. Such gender skewness has stimulated
research on gender and governance (see for example, Burke
& Mattis, 2000). Sheridan and Milgate (2003) contended
that, as most directors were previously senior managers, the
lack of women in corporate boards can be attributed
directly to the relatively few women senior managers.
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Most of this research has focused on corporate boards of
directors, however little attention has been paid to the
gendering of boards of nonprofit organizations. Yet membership of such boards, although perhaps not as prestigious
as corporate governance, still carries with it prestige and
decision making power, especially at the national level and
in sport. National (sport) governing boards constitute the
major decision making bodies and impact the ability to deliver
services related to the primary activity of the organization
(Hoye, 2002). In addition, such boards are increasingly
(although not totally) similar to corporate boards, as
nonprofit organizations are also moving toward professional
management practices as they cope with a multiplicity and
complexity of demands (Inglis, 1997; Kikulis, 2000). The
change toward such professionalism may vary by sector and
by the primary activity of an organization. Hoye (2002) has
noted that nonprofit boards are usually socially diverse
because they serve a diverse constituency. Boards of sport
organizations seem to be in a unique situation however. For
example, although the percentage of men and women
participating in Dutch voluntary organizations is similar
and although women are underrepresented (26%) on most
boards of nonprofit organizations, their representation on
sport boards is the lowest (11%) in the voluntary sector
(Merens, Cuijpers, & Boelens, 2004; Nuijten, Lucassen, &
Van Kalmthout, 2004).1 These statistics may be related to the
nature of sport as a primary activity of an organization.
Kikulis (2000) found that the shift to professional governance of national sport organizations was hindered by values
that are deeply rooted in its traditions. Gender is one
dynamic that is deeply embedded in the structure of and
meanings assigned to sport. Not only does sport have a
bifurcated structure (men’s sport and women’s sport), but, as
the data indicate, its governance is strongly gender skewed,
especially at national and international levels. The Netherlands is not an exception.
This visible lack of gender equity in sport governance
worldwide led the International Olympic Committee (IOC)
to create policies in 1996 that set specific quotas for the

1
Women comprise 28 and 11% of Dutch board members of local and
national sport associations, respectively (Nuijten et al., 2004). In 2005,
about one-third of the national sport associations had no women in
their boards at all. Almost one-half of them had only one woman
board member, and only two (rowing and field hockey) had more than
two women. The total percentage of women members for these boards
was 14% in 2005, an increase of 2% since 2002. In addition, when
women become members of local, provincial, or national boards in
sport, they are more likely to become secretary (37%) than chair
(10%) of the board. Thus, not only is the gender ratio of boards of
directors skewed, but a gendered division of labor occurs at all levels
of sport governance when women are board members. Sports with a
balanced gender ratio of athletes had more women board members
than did boards of male-dominated sports.
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percentage of women board members to stimulate international and national sport federations to appoint women to
its boards. The absence of women board members is,
therefore, no longer deemed acceptable in sport governance. These recommended quotas legitimized women’s
presence and candidacy, and thus seem to have contributed
to an increase in the number of women board members in
high-level sport governance (White & Henry, 2004).2
Although these practices of inclusion and exclusion of
women board members in sport governance have been the
target of policies, relatively little scholarly attention has
been paid to the social dynamics that contribute to the
under-representation of women in sport governance. Such
attention is necessary, however, to ensure that the factors
that influence the gendering of boards are made visible and
can be targeted for change. In addition, a focus on the
gendering of sport governance can also contribute to theory
building about the ways in which women are excluded from
strategic positions in nonprofit organizations and the ways
that such exclusions may be linked to the gendering of
the primary activity of the organizations (Acker, 1990).
The legal structure of sport organizations and many of the
changes that occur in these organizations, such as downsizing, mergers, individualization, professionalization, specialization, and increasing demands on productivity, are similar to
those that occur in nonsport organizations (Verweel, 2006).
The focus of the present study was on the gendering of
governing boards of national sport associations in The
Netherlands. This country is especially suitable for study
because its sport system is based on sport clubs and is not
conflated with educational institutions, as is the case in the
United States. Dutch amateur sport is organized in a voluntary
club (local) and association (national) structure. The relevant
national sport association provides the competitive structure.

Theoretical Approach
The results of practices of exclusion in organizations,
occupations, and activities often become visible in structures when they result in skewed (gender) ratios (Kanter,
1977). Social groups are, however, rarely totally excluded.
Inclusion and exclusion are part of a dynamic process of

2
Since 1996, 64 % of National Olympic Committee’s (NOC’s) and
International Federations (IF’s) worldwide took measures to increase
the number of women in their boards. These policies recommended
that women should comprise at least 10% of National Olympic
Committees and International Federations by 2001 and 20% by 2005
(White & Henry, 2004). A record number of women (71% of new
board members) have become board members in NOCs and IFs since
these measures were taken. In 2003 women comprised 10% of the
board members of 62% of NOC’s and 41 % of IF’s (White & Henry,
2004).
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interactions created by organizational members through
which organizational members receive information about
who belongs at which position and about images and values
incorporated in organizational structures. In addition,
individuals learn to engage in identity work as they
understand where they belong and which behavior is
expected (see for example, Acker, 1990, 1992; Gamson,
1997). Such processes are shaped by power relations
between social groups marked for example by gender,
race/ethnicity, age, and often designated in terms of a
dominant group and a subordinate group. Although
members of minority or subordinate social groups are
formally included in organizational membership, they can
still be marginalized through patterns of interactions and the
creation of meanings or ‘common sense’ (Knoppers &
Anthonissen, 2005). For example, a woman board member
can be marginalized in interactions when men perform a
certain form of masculinity, such as discussing cars during
meetings, engaging in paternalistic behavior, or telling
sexist jokes (Martin, 2001, 2003).
Members of social groups who dominate positions of
leadership may create practices of exclusion, dominance,
and marginalization through unintentional and strategic
behaviors (Itzin, 1995; Rutherford, 2001). As such, they
‘police’ and control the boundaries of access to the highest
positions within an organization. This boundary policing
influences the different ways in which dominant and
marginalized social groups experience organizations. For
example, male managers and board members tend to
associate the low number of women in leadership positions
with women’s lack of experience and/or commitment,
whereas a majority of female managers and board members
attribute this skewness to discrimination and resistance to
women occupying such positions (Acosta & Carpenter,
2005; Sheridan & Milgate, 2003). In addition, men rarely
see their own gender as a source of privilege, whereas
women see that men as a group have access to certain
resources that they themselves do not (Kanter, 1977;
Martin, 2001). Such differences in perception between
dominant and subordinate groups impact the behavior of
the two groups, especially if the latter want access to
positions controlled by the former.
Although most research in the area of gender and
governance has explored how women experience being
members of boards of directors (see for example, Burke &
Mattis, 2000), relatively little research has focused on the
ways in which women negotiate access to these positions of
leadership in general and specifically in the nonprofit sector.
How do members of a dominant group police access to
positions of power in such a way that a select few members
of a subordinate group are admitted, and how do members of
subordinate group negotiate their entry? The lack of women
in positions of power has often been attributed to organiza-
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tional culture, although the ways in which entry is negotiated
may play a significant role as well. A study of ways in which
women as a subordinate group attain positions of leadership
is essential to understanding mechanisms of exclusion from
positions of power and decision making. In the current study
we used the perspectives of men (dominant group on sport
boards) and women (subordinate group) to explore the process by which women become members of boards of directors
of national sport associations. This process of inclusion
requires members of both the dominant and the subordinate
group to negotiate recruitment and selection criteria.
Negotiating gender and fit
Witz (1990, 1992) argued that inclusion (fit) and exclusion
(lack of fit) are the result of processes of negotiation
between dominant and subordinate groups. She linked fit/
lack-of-fit to material and ideological privileges that accrue
to individuals based on intersections of social relations such
as gender, ethnicity, and/or sexual preference. Processes of
negotiation are gendered in two ways because both people
themselves and the criteria for inclusion and exclusion are
gendered. Dominant meanings and images assigned to
qualities that are associated with gender result in perceived
congruence of men and women with specific activities and
jobs and strengthen assumptions that one group is a better
fit for positions than the other is. A lack of fit is said to
occur when the gender of a group of individuals does not
correspond with gendered images associated with a position
or job. Managerial positions, for example, are associated
with objectivity, rationality, logic, and competence that are
traditionally linked to forms of White middle to upper class
masculinity and tend to explain why more men than women
hold high and powerful positions of leadership (Collinson &
Hearn, 1996). Managers, who associate women with unpaid
or lower paid work, with families and domesticity, with
emotions and subjectivity and/or, with a decrease in the
status of a profession or occupation, may, therefore,
marginalize or exclude women from specific positions of
leadership because they do not ‘fit’ the profile of a manager
(Acker, 1990, 1992). Such perceptions of lack of fit,
therefore, sustain a gendered structure of the labor market
and domestic life in both management and governance. Witz
(1990) showed how gender, fit (position), and dominance are
inextricably bound up with each other and are constantly
negotiated by the dominant and subordinate groups.
An accumulation of privileges allows a dominant group,
such as White middle to upper social class men, to appropriate
resources and shape opportunities that subsequently make
them the ideal candidates for certain positions, which then
results in the structural division of labor in organizations. In
other words, they collectively and strategically use their
positions of privilege to mobilize power and to exclude
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subordinate groups.3 This includes access to board membership and to certain types of board positions (division of labor).
Subordinate groups are not powerless, however. They may
(need to) negotiate strategies to enter positions or occupations
from which they were originally excluded. These negotiations
are also gender-loaded when women attribute stereotypical
feminine qualities to certain jobs to construct their own fit. For
example, by framing coaching as an activity that requires
caring and nurturing, women coaches constructed women as a
better fit than men for coaching youth sport (West, Green,
Brackenridge, & Woodward, 2001). Yet members of a
subordinate group can also engage in behaviors that negate
stereotypes to show that they are different from the rest of
their group. For example, women may behave in ways
associated with male managers to prove their capability and
to show they are not like most women. Women’s use of
behaviors commonly associated with either gender may,
therefore, be situation-specific as they negotiate gender to
show that they “fit” certain positions of leadership. Thus,
they negotiate inclusion for a position from which they were
originally excluded (Witz, 1990, 1992). The use of Witz’s
theory may, therefore, provide insight into the gendered
processes of negotiating fit and marginalization.
In the present study, we used Witz’s perspective to look
at ways in which women negotiate their “fit” to become
members of executive boards of national sport associations.
Specifically, which strategies are used by the dominant and
by the subordinate group to negotiate selection of women to
boards of directors of national sport organizations?

Method
Procedure
The data were collected between fall 2003 and spring 2005
with the use of semi-structured interviews with board
members of Dutch national sport organizations. The purpose
of these interviews was to obtain insight into the ways in
which members of dominant and subordinate groups negotiate
meanings when a member of the subordinate group attempts
to enter the dominant group. The selection of both groups of
informants, male and female board members, was based on
the gender ratio of their sport, type of sport (individual or

3
The term exclusion refers mainly to physical, quantitative aspects of
participation, although non-participation does not exclusively refer to
exclusion. The term lack-of-fit emphasizes these aspects and refers to
normative, qualitative aspects of participation. Therefore we prefer to use
the term inclusion/exclusion, instead of fit/lack-of-fit, when referring to
the quantitative presence/absence of (in this case) women. And we
use the term fit/lack-of-fit to refer to the wider, normative process
in which inclusion/exclusion takes place.
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team), popularity of the sport, and availability for participation
in the study. Men outnumber women sport participants in all
sport organizations. As there are no popular sports that women
dominate numerically, we chose two sports where the rates of
participation are similar for men and women. The remaining
sports are male-dominated. Therefore, the selected sport
organizations reflected the gender composition of Dutch
national sport organizations.4 Every selected board member
was willing to participate in the study. The interviews lasted
about 60–90 min.
Participants
Those selected for these interviews belonged to either the
dominant or the subordinate group. Twelve male chairs of
national boards were interviewed about the selection
processes of new board members. We assumed the chair
of a board is best able to articulate selection procedures and
plays a crucial role in this process and board culture. In the
present study we assumed that they represent the dominant
group. All chairs were men because there were no women
chairs when the data were collected.
We also conducted semi-structured interviews with 12
women who were the highest-ranking women board members
in these Dutch sport organizations. Eleven of the 12 women
had at most one female colleague on the board. These women
therefore represented the subordinate group in this analysis.
Profile of the dominant group
All interviewed chairs were former athletes. Most of them had
also been a coach or member of a jury in their sport and had
been a board member in- and outside sport. The men varied in
age between 55 and 68 years, with one exception who was in
his 40s. Ten men had a partner (female), and most of them had
children although they were no longer at home. All but one
participated in boards where men were a large majority, that is,
a range from no women at all to a maximum of two women.
Profile of the subordinate group
All of the women had been athletes in their sport (two at the
elite level). Fifty percent of them had also been a coach or a
member of a jury. Seven of those interviewed were the only
women on the board, and while five had at least one female
colleague. The women varied in age between 32 and
66 years. They had held voluntary positions of leadership
in sport and/or non-sport organizations. Ten had a male
partner when they became a member of a board. Two-thirds

4
We do not name the selected sports to protect the anonymity of those
interviewed.
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of the women had children, but, of these, only three
combined having (small) children at home with a board
membership. All but two of the women engaged in paid
work (in law, finance, management, government, or ran their
own business), although not always full-time during their
tenure on the board. Many women were used to operating in
a male-dominated world. One woman said: “In my whole
career I’ve always been one of the few women, so that
[skewness] is a normal situation for me. I don’t even notice it
any more.”
Interviews
The interviewer focused on career and life choices and on
the strategies these men and women used. Comparable
topics were discussed with both groups (see Appendix for a
list of topics). In the interviews with the 12 male chairs,
special attention was paid to their attitudes towards related
policies like affirmative action, and to their explanations. In
addition, attention was paid to the procedures that were used
to select members of the board of directors, and to their
attitudes towards changes in gender ratio of their board. In the
interviews with the women special attention was paid to the
ways in which they were recruited and selected, how they
negotiated their entrance and the factors that influenced their
decision to join the board.
The interview data were analyzed after every interview
to determine the extent to which recurrent patterns occurred
in the data. We continued to conduct interviews until no
new information appeared (saturation). We, therefore,
assume that the resulting data reflected the attitudes of
most male and female board members of national sport
associations in The Netherlands.
Witz’s (1992) notion of negotiating fit was used to analyze
the various strategies used by the dominant group (male chairs
of national sport associations) to include women and by the
subordinate group (women members of national boards) to
become board members. The results reveal how men and
women candidates negotiate their notions of “best fit” with
each other. In our presentation of the data, we use quotes that
best illustrate the various themes.

Results
Strategies of the dominant group
Witz (1990, 1992) argued that a dominant group, in this case
male board members, tends to use various strategies to
ensure social homogeneity in a position or occupation. The
incumbent board members in the current study tended to
police the boundaries of entry with the use of two strategies.
One such strategy pertained to the use of affirmative action
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policies and the other was their use of recruitment and
selection procedures.
Affirmative action policy
Most chairs, especially those involved in governing a
gender-balanced sport, acknowledged the importance of the
representation of women in their boards. They reasoned that
a board needs to represent the entire membership and not just
one-half of their members. Some were convinced that
women board members were needed because they are better
able than men to look after the interests of women’s sport.
They claimed that the issue of women board members was
often discussed when there was a board vacancy. The chairs
that supported affirmative action policies attributed the
increase in the number of women board members to these
policy measures.5 Such measures included the selection of a
woman when a male and female candidate were judged to be
similar or when replacing a departing woman board member.
At the same time some chairs insisted that “qualities are never
equal” and that it is very difficult to find qualified board
members, especially women. As one of them said: “Because
it is very difficult to find a [good] board member, affirmative
action is of little use. You are happy to have any candidate
with the right qualifications.”
These chairs ascribed relatively little power to themselves
for the implementation of affirmative action policies,
however. Support of the other board members for affirmative
action was deemed essential if women are to be selected. As
one chairman said: “Women can be found if you look for
them, but board members must be willing to select them.”
Another chair, who acknowledged the importance of women
board members and affirmative action, blamed his colleagues for the lack of results. He said: “If we had an
affirmative action policy, it would probably be pushed aside,
because we think other matters are more important.” These
chairs not only attributed the lack of support by their
colleagues for the under-representation of women board
members but they narrowly circumscribed the conditions
under which women would be selected, that is, only if these
women bring qualities to the board that current board
members do not possess. Most of the chairs showed little
interest in actually implementing affirmative action measures. They argued that implementation should not be based
on the number of women board members, but on the quality
of the women candidates. In addition they contended that the
implementation of affirmative action policy might work
against women and/or that women might not have the
5

Boards that had formally adopted policies of affirmative action had
more women members than those boards that had not done so. Sixtythree percent of national sport governing boards with affirmative
action procedures in place and 45% of boards without such policies
had at least one woman member.
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ambition to be a board member. As one of them said: “I have
seen women enter boards as a result of affirmative action
policy, but that had little to do with quality, but with priority.
How many incompetents were selected as a result of this
policy?”
Even when a board supported affirmative action measures and a qualified woman was available she was not
automatically selected as the following example illustrates.
A chair explained that his board wanted more than one
woman board member:
We prefer a woman when candidates have equal qualifications. Having more women is good for our image.
Others might get the idea we are a club of only males. I
think it is important to change it, if you have a male-only
image. I personally recruited the board members that
joined the board in the last few years. We had found a
woman candidate who was a chair of a very large sport
club. If we had taken her, we would have had two women
by now, but we chose someone else [a man] because I was
convinced he could add quality to the board.
Later in the interview he continued:
If someone leaves the board now, we will certainly look
for a woman. I would support having at least two women
in our board; they bring a different perspective. We
might be able to ask the woman again, who was available
for our last vacancy. She might be appropriate for the
portfolio of handicapped sports. That position may
become available soon, although we already have a
man in mind for that portfolio ....
Although this man was convinced that his board
engaged in affirmative action, the example shows that this
intent may not translate into an increase in the number of
women on a board, due to the recruitment and/or selection
processes of the board. It is not surprising then that most
chairs were convinced that the number of women in boards
will change by itself, without policy measures. Their
support of affirmative action in theory and their failure to
support it in practice illustrates a preference for what Kanter
(1977) calls ‘homologous reproduction,’ that is, a continued
preference for member of the dominant group because they
are the ‘best’ fit. The same can be said for their methods of
recruiting new members.
Recruitment
Most boards use formal and informal methods to find the
right candidate. They formally announce a vacancy a few
months before the formal selection procedures begin. They
ask individuals they know to be a candidate, and they ask
sport clubs and other sport organizations to nominate
candidates. They use internet, sport assemblies, and adver-
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tisements in newsletters. This formal procedure usually does
not yield many results. The board then follows a more
informal route with use of their own networks. A chair
described a common procedure:
We used to use the volunteer leisure job vacancy bank,
but that rarely gave good results, so now we look in our
own networks, but you have to consult your colleagues
about that. You can not just bring in a complete stranger
for an important position.
Another chair described the recruitment procedure as
follows: “You look for people who are more your own age
and have a perspective that can add something to the board.”
One of the chairs explained why he supported this procedure:
“A candidate must be supported by everyone in the board
because we are a circle of friends.” In this way as long as there
is no necessity to change their way of governing, boards tend
to reproduce themselves.
Sometimes, however, the need to have a woman alters
this procedure. A chair attributed his own success in adding
two women board members without much of a hassle to his
own perseverance and networking. He said: “If you spot a
qualified women, you must try to keep in contact with her
so that you can ask her when you need her.” It is interesting
that all of the women board members referred to in these
interviews were asked to become board members because
of their gender and because of their skills. The required
skills are formally part of the selection procedures.
Selection
Most boards draw up formal selection criteria for each
vacancy. These include clarity of vision for the future of the
association and sport, ability to see ‘the bigger picture,’
experience in governance, and affinity in the sport. Being a
board member requires possessing a mix of suitable skills,
knowledge, attitude, and available time. A chair said:
Having a job in governance or politics or in companies
is handy, for example. A candidate with experience in
governance or politics is important for our networks
and for getting permission to do things while insiders
in companies help us with sponsorships.
All chairs declared that the quality of the candidate is
crucial for the selection. By quality they meant that the
candidate possesses knowledge of the sport, is acquainted
with the nature of the position, has experience in governance,
and has the necessary personal qualities. Their quality
criteria are those associated with high level jobs in society,
where status, reputation, and networks are important. This
implies that, by selecting candidates who do these kinds of
jobs, more professionalism, power, and money are added to
the sport. Candidates must, therefore, be perceived to add
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value to the board. In that sense, they may be different than
other board members but at the same time their presence
must not change the board culture, as most incumbent board
members value it. Consequently, anyone who becomes a
board member must adapt to this culture. Although this ‘fit’
counts for all candidates, the physical bodies of members of
a subordinate group represent another culture and dominant
societal associations with that physicality. So, if a woman
candidate becomes a board member, she must be able to
adapt to this culture, although physically she does not ‘fit.’ A
chair warned that selecting a woman only because of her
gender and not the ‘fit’ can be disastrous:
To choose a woman just because she is a woman is the
most stupid thing you can do. Such a person must be
able to see how the current board members work
together. If there is a women who fits in there, it is fine.
Obviously then the dominant group of men determine
criteria for board membership, but do so in a contradictory
manner. They want more of the same, added value that is
congruent with board culture, and yet also want women
whom they see as ‘different.’ They want women because
they are morally obliged to have them, but, at the same
time, they want the board culture to remain the same. This
gate-keeping strongly influenced the ways in which these
women negotiated their entry on to these boards.
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under way for a new board member. She was consulted by
other board members to see if she felt uncomfortable being
the only woman board member and if she thought another
woman should be added. She had said:
If you think I need another woman, you are wrong. I am
fine. It is better to find the right person than [to select] a
woman. I prefer someone who fits in the team; it does not
matter if it is a man or a women.
Thus she was complicit with the same values and
standards of the other (male) members. Such attitudes have
ramifications for the subsequent entry of women to sport
governance.
Although board membership of national sport associations is generally viewed as a prestigious task in the
Netherlands (Anthonissen, 2006; Knoppers & Anthonissen,
2001), these women were initially reluctant to consider the
invitation to become a board member. One said: “I thought,
‘Why do they ask me when they have only old guys on the
board?’” Another woman explained: “I actually accepted
this job against my will, and I refused several times, because
I didn’t think much of the actual members of the executive
board.” In addition, some of these women did not want to
join the board because of their perceptions of the role that
they were expected to play on the board and because they
knew they could be held responsible for unpopular board
decisions. One of them explained:

Strategies of the subordinate group
We asked women board members about their perception of
the recruitment and selection process and about their
strategies for furthering their own candidacy in these
processes.
Recruitment
The data show that all of the interviewed women were
members of (predominantly) male networks. Their membership in these networks was part of the recruitment
procedure for their candidacy for these high positions.
Being part of a network was not sufficient, however. Each
was asked to become a member of the executive board for
specific reasons, one of which was gender. As one of the
women said: “They were looking for a woman because
there were no women on the board at that time, and they
wanted more young board members.” In other words, their
recruitment was part of an effort by the respective boards to
change the gender ratio. The women pointed out that an allmale board in a sport in which many women participate is
no longer seen as legitimate. This is true only of all male
boards, however, and not of boards with one woman
member. An incumbent woman board member described
what had happened before the recruitment procedure got

They decided to reduce the number of board members
from 7 to 5. I was very busy when they asked me
because I had a little girl, my mother was very ill, and I
ran the household. I thought “If the situation is that I
will be the only woman among four full-time working
men, of whom there is always one or two missing, then
I’ll always be the scapegoat if anything goes wrong.”
So I said, “I do not want to be a member of the board if
there are only five board members.”
The women who were interviewed were very aware that,
although they were supposed to be like “one of the men”
with respect to their work experiences, their sport histories,
and the structure of their domestic lives, they were not
supposed to act like men in every sense once they were
members of the board. These results do not necessarily
mean that these women were not ambitious, but that they
would only accept a board position under specific conditions. They thought that they had to be circumspect about
expressing their personal ambitions and that they had to
show that they had a passion for the job itself. One woman
explained how ambitious behavior could be judged in a
gendered way. She said:
You should never show that you are more qualified
than the others because they will cut you down to size.
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You must show your commitment and enthusiasm
instead. When women are too ambitious, it becomes
hard for them to realize things; if they show they are
modest, things happen. My experience shows you can
come far, if you do it that way. It is clear that there are
different expectations for the way men and women
behave. Look at career patterns of men and women; a
man is not worth anything if he shows no ambition,
but about an ambitious woman, they say: “Here we
have another bitch.”
The results provided evidence that these women were
aware that they could influence their chances and that
these chances were gender-loaded. One woman applied
for positions for which she knew few women would
apply. She explained that the chances of (qualified)
women to be chosen for such positions were great because
these women are in demand and are seen as exceptions.
She described how she realized her ambition to reach a
higher position:
I know the dynamics; they are similar everywhere. I
took all the steps that needed to be taken [to become a
board member] but without further ambitions. Anything I undertake, I want to do well. Because I do it
well, I am often asked to do other things. I think that is
the way it works for women.

Selection criteria
The women believed that they were chosen as candidates
(perceived fit) because they were women, had the necessary
experience in sport, and/or occupied a high level paid
position outside of sport. Most had advanced through
various levels of board membership from local to provincial
and national. As one of them said: “They knew me, because
I had been a member of various committees, and they had
read my name in the minutes. Of course they thought, ‘This
lady has a big mouth, but who the hell is she?’” Those who
became board members in the last few years did not have to
take all the steps from a lower to a higher-level position to
reach their actual position, as did their predecessors. All of
them, however, had a paid professional position outside of
sport and/or a master’s degree. One woman said: “They
were looking for a lawyer, because they needed help with
contracts for sponsors.” Women with similar backgrounds
knew that they were in demand and could become members
of executive boards in sport and non-sport associations
because they had worked in financial sectors, had experience in governance, and/or had been in politics.
Another criterion that played a role in the selection of these
women for positions on boards of national sport associations
was the structure of their domestic lives. The interviewed
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women realized that male board members expected the
female candidates to be available when they themselves
were. One of the women said that her wish to have children
was one of the issues that was discussed in her candidacy
conversation. The candidacy committee made it clear that
“they thought it would be very difficult [for a mother] to
combine caring for young children with a board membership.” Obviously, the degree of perceived fit was layered and
complex, although it was presented as gender-neutral.
Although the women believed that they had to fit criteria
made for and by male candidates, they had to meet other
criteria as well. A woman explained:
They told me they wanted a woman on the board who
was married, who had children, who had her master’s
degree, who had experience in the labor market, but
was still a ‘normal’ woman and not a radical feminist
or a battle-axe. .... also someone who does not get
sidetracked by details. Maybe they thought I met these
requirements. I never was a very dominant person, but
I said what had to be said, or what I thought had to be
said. Perhaps, there were not many individuals who
did that in those days.
The foregoing quotation illustrates another dynamic of
selection criteria. The women who were interviewed
believed that they had to show that they were not outspoken
and that they did not fit ‘negative’ images some men might
have of women. A woman described her selection: “There
were not many women in boards at all, and especially none
who could say difficult things in a polite way. Perhaps that
is why they wanted me.”
Domestic life
These women were well aware of ways in which their
domestic life could interfere with their work on the board
and vice versa. Most of the women did not have children;
those who did have them had waited until the children were
older before they accepted a membership on a board. Most
were also complicit with dominant patterns of domestic
arrangements and agreed that women who have young
children are not ideal candidates for board positions. They
reasoned that the usual board membership of 4 to 8 years is
difficult for mothers to combine with having a baby or caring
for young children although they said little about fathers in
similar situations.
These women had time to work as a board member
because their male partner was willing to take over some of
their domestic obligations. Each of the interviewed women
consulted with her partner before she accepted board
membership. None of them would have accepted a nomination if her partner had not agreed. A woman explained that
her husband encouraged her to become a candidate because
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she was critical of the work of the existing board; board
membership would give her the opportunity to prove that
things can be done better. These women concluded that, in
this sense, they had an exceptional partner. As one woman
explained:
My husband settled it. He said, “You are made for that
job, do not worry, it will turn out all right.” Nevertheless, it was hard for him sometimes, because he had a
time consuming job. There are not many men who like
their wives to get into something like this.
Male board members probably require partner support
for successful sport governance as well, but, as the
quotation illustrates, male partners who are willing to give
this kind of support may be more the exception than the
rule. Wives may be expected to increase their domestic
responsibilities when their husbands become board members. One interviewed woman expressed a different view,
however. She attributed the responsibility for balancing the
time demands of board membership to women themselves.
She said:
I am not going to cook when I have a meeting and I am
not at home for dinner. He is not handicapped! He can
do it! Moreover, it does not matter if you have children;
even then your husband can cook, find the children’s
sport clothes, et cetera. I never understood that. They
are also his children.
Although this woman expressed another perspective, all
of the women thought child rearing to be more a woman’s
than a man’s responsibility. In this way, they were complicit
with dominant ideas about men’s and women’s tasks and
responsibilities and the separation between public and
private lives. They were, therefore, a perceived fit only if
their domestic responsibilities did not interfere with
membership tasks.
Taking the decision
The initial resistance of the women to join the board was
often dissolved by passion for their sport, by the perceived
opportunities to actualize their visions about sport, and by
the perception they were wanted as board members. “I
thought ‘If I say no, I may never get another chance,’ and I
had so many plans and ideas, so I thought ‘I just have to do
it.’” A woman described how her chair went to bat for her:
“The chair of the board asked me to become a member. He
had influence in the local clubs and thought he could get the
other regions to vote for me. I never would have put myself
up as a candidate.” The perception they had of the situation
influenced their strategy to become a member of the board.
Often their love for a sport tipped the scale toward
candidacy. As outsiders they negotiated board membership
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because they saw it as an opportunity do something for
(women’s) sport.

Discussion
Various factors enable a dominant group to control the
access that a subordinate group has to positions of
leadership (Witz, 1992). The results of the current study
illustrate how incumbent male board members can keep
control of the board by affirming and negating affirmative
action policies and policing ‘fit’ during recruitment and
selection processes. At the same time the results also
illustrate how women may comply with these processes of
recruitment and selection as they struggle to fit the demands
made of board members. None questioned the criteria for
selection. It is possible that those who did were not
selected.
Strategies of the dominant group
Toward affirmative action policy
Although the IOC has mandated change in the gender
composition of sport boards, the number of explicit
measures taken to increase the number of women on the
boards of Dutch national sport organizations has decreased
in the past few years. The chairs involved in this study
tended to comply with IOC recommendations to recruit
more women to their boards to avoid having an all male
board that was ‘bad’ for their image. They resisted the use
of formal procedures and of affirmative action policies to
create a gender balanced board however. Their main
argument prioritized the ‘quality’ of the candidate who
had to be found through the ‘usual’ procedures. Although
they discussed the possible recruitment of women candidates, they also weakened that emphasis by arguing that
‘quality’ was gender-neutral. They asserted that women
would be chosen when a man and woman candidate are
equally qualified, but, at the same time, they argued that
“abilities are never equal.” Thus they resisted pressure from
outside (IOC) to change the construction of the board by
suggesting that their own procedures were gender-neutral
and did not (implicitly) advantage men. With this strategy
they were able to continue using their establishment,
recruitment and selection methods, and in so doing, were
able to reproduce themselves as dominant group. Even
chairs of gender-balanced sports that were sensitive to the
gender image of their board prioritized reducing gender
skewness in theory only but not in practice. Once a board
had one or two female members, the moral obligation
seemed to be met, and relative little attention was paid to
recruiting more women.
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Toward recruitment and selection processes
The women were selected in part because of their
membership in predominantly male job or sport networks.
Our results confirm other research that provides evidence
that male networks are often an informal field where
selection for high level and important board positions takes
place. Rutherford (2001) found that limited access to men’s
networks is the greatest barrier for women in attaining
management positions and that women managers are often
unaware of these exclusionary practices. Sheridan and
Milgate (2003) found that similar criteria were used to
recruit men and women members for corporate boards, but
that high visibility played a greater role in the selection of
women than of men. In addition, although these recruitment
criteria were presented as gender-neutral, men dominated
these high powered jobs and continued to be selected for
them. In other words, the criteria for membership of boards
of directors tend to be related to a segment of the labor
market where women are also under-represented and where
‘old boys’ networks play an important role. Yet the limited
numbers of women who are part of male networks tend to
become candidates for board membership only when they
fit the right profile. The women in the current study were
recruited because they were well educated, had high level
jobs, had no young children, were flexible in their time
schedule, and behaved ‘properly.’ They were not openly
feminist, and they had experience with, knowledge about,
and, commitment to their sport. In this manner, homologous
reproduction can occur even when members of a subordinate group are involved.
The findings also echo the results of a study by Hovden
(2000) of the gendering of selection processes for positions
of leadership in Norwegian sport organizations. She found
that leaders of the boards of sport organizations were
expected to be result oriented, cooperative, courageous,
determined, impartial, and loyal. They also had to have a
good reputation, extensive social, business, and political
networks, and various organizational experiences. Hovden
characterized this as a ‘male heavyweight’ profile. Reproduction of the existing values in a board was guaranteed
because only women who were perceived to ‘fit’ became
members of male networks and were candidates for
positions of leadership. Similarly, Power and Butterfield
(2003) found that the greater the identification of women
managers with characteristics associated with senior male
managers, the better their chances of realizing their ambitions. Those who preferred alternative ways of managing
were less likely to aspire to senior manager. In other words,
only those who were seen as ‘fitting’ continued the climb up
the organizational and occupational ladder. Thus, processes
of identification with stereotypes associated with men and a
distancing from those associated with women tend to shape
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the dynamics of selection processes and may explain the
limited number of women available for positions of
leadership such as board membership. Yet the ‘fit’ is never
totally congruent because the visibility of a woman as
member of a subordinate group marks her as different.
Women board members in the current study could not
completely identify with their male colleagues because they
had to negotiate the stereotypical images held by these male
chairs about women, child rearing, feminism, education, job
experience, and the nature of board work.
Strategies of the subordinate group
Toward recruitment and selection processes
Women board members knew that they were chosen for a
board membership because they were assumed to fit the
profile of a suitable female candidate. In general, these women
tended not to question, but to accept and adapt to, the criteria
for candidacy. This is contrary to findings in other contexts.
Sheridan and Milgate (2003), for example, found that women
members of boards of directors of publicly listed companies
in Australia were more concerned than men were about the
lack of diversity in a governing board. Similarly, Acosta and
Carpenter (2005) found that women athletic directors in
U.S. colleges and universities expressed greater concern about
the skewed gender ratio than did their male counterparts. In
contrast, the women involved in the current study tended to
be complicit with the recruitment and selection strategies
used by the incumbent board members. They agreed that the
‘fit’ of a new candidate is more important than ‘gender.’
Mattis (in: Burke & Mattis, 2000), who studied the behavior
of women directors in organizations, called the complicity of
women with dominant managerial behavior “a conspiracy
of silence” (p.199). This complicity ensures homologous
reproduction and perhaps explains why Wacjman (1998),
in her study of senior managers, found few gender differences in managerial styles. This complicity, however, tended
to help the women involved in the current study to gain a
board membership and to convince them that these criteria
were gender-neutral and resulted in equal opportunities for
women and men to become board members. This complicity
may also reflect the attitudes of the sectors in which they
work. Fifty-nine percent of the employers (men and women)
who work in Dutch (non-sport) organizations think that too
much attention is paid to the position of women in
organizations and that gender no longer plays a role in
employment (Van der Lippe, 2004). This contradicts the fact
that the percentage of women board members of these Dutch
organizations is only 25% and at the corporate level it is
6.4% (CDWI, 2004; Merens et al., 2004).
Besides possessing skills and qualities that ensure ‘fit,’
the women participating in the current study also had to
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have a domestic life that paralleled that of incumbent board
members. Domestic responsibilities played an important
role in determining ‘fit.’ Although the combination of board
membership and domestic responsibilities is rarely seen as
an issue for many men, these women had to develop a
strategy to combine both responsibilities so that they could
be ‘free’ (like their male counterparts) of responsibilities at
the required times. These women were able to do this
because they had an exceptional partner who was prepared
to take on these domestic responsibilities when his wife had
board meetings and similar obligations. At the same time,
being a board member and having small children were seen
as incongruent. This again reflects the wider societal context
where Dutch women tend to choose activities and work that fit
with their domestic responsibilities whereas men often choose
activities that fit with their job responsibilities (Cloïn &
Boelens, 2004). Thus a board membership may have added
value for men and mean more work and juggling for women.
The results of the current study provided evidence
about women’s frequent reluctance to become board
members and the ways in which gender may play an
important role in this reluctance. Although explanations for
women’s lack of interest in board membership are often
framed as reflecting their own preferences and choices,
structural and cultural contexts obviously play a significant
role and may keep many women out of high-level positions
of leadership in sport. Rutherford (2001) argued that women
are more likely to want and to attain positions of leadership
in organizational cultures that emphasize and create equal
opportunities than in organizational cultures where gender
differences are denied. The women involved in the current
study were also aware of the gendered dynamics of board
membership at such a high level and how they had to
negotiate stereotypes to be considered a good ‘fit.’ According to Witz (1992), the subordinate group uses strategies to
be included in groups from which they were originally
excluded. In contrast, our research does not reveal a
subordinate group that is eager to be included. Although
they do have the ambition to influence a specific sport,
these women only want to be included in the board under
their own conditions.
Our results support Witz’s (1992) contention that a
dominant group attempts to keep control of a profession or
activity in often invisible ways that need no justification.
None of the women or men who were interviewed
questioned the procedures or the criteria used for selection.
These definitions of ‘fit’ tend not to be grounded in a
systematic determination of the skills a board needs and a
structured procedure but may have been based on the ways
these men themselves qualified for board membership.
These processes of negotiating fit not only reproduce
existing (homogenous) boards but also reproduce gendered
ways of selecting board members. Women who were chosen
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for candidacy had to fit a certain (contradictory) profile.
They were chosen because of their skills and because they
are women. If they had not been women, they might not
necessarily have been chosen.
The attitudes of the chairs suggest that the number of
women involved in high levels of sport governance will not
increase drastically in the near future. Once a board has one
or two members it may assume it has solved the image
problem and has met its moral obligation of ensuring
women’s representation on the board. This resistance to
women’s participation in sport governance may reflect
meanings given to sport as a primary activity. Messner
(1988) has argued that, after women became athletes in
large numbers, the ideological domination of sport by men
shifted from the level of participation to leadership.
Keeping women out of governance by declaring them as
‘fit’ for such positions only when token women are needed,
strengthens male domination in sport.
In part, this gender skewness in sport governance
perpetuates a peculiar form of injustice because sport is
bifurcated into men’s and women’s sport, and women should
be involved in the governance of their own sport. The
resistance to women’s significant involvement in sport
governance also limits the social capital that women can
accrue. Hoye (2002) has argued that board membership in
the nonprofit sector, such as sport, creates social capital for
these members. Women’s exclusion from these boards not
only prevents them from impacting the governance of sport
but also from accruing highly valued social capital. The
complicity with and lack of criticism of recruitment and
selection procedures by both women and men involved in
our study are also cause for concern. Possibly the general
voluntary nature of sport participation and its accompanying
perception of equal opportunity (Knoppers, 2006; Knoppers
& Anthonissen, 2001) and the specific experiences these
leaders had had in sport that confirmed these meanings, may
have reinforced a perceived gender neutrality of procedures
in sport and produced it as a dominant ‘common sense’
manner of thinking.
The results indicated that, although the necessary qualities
required for board membership, such as a strong track record,
expertise in management and governance, a great deal of
social capital, and high visibility (Sheridan, 2001; Sheridan
& Milgate, 2003; Vinnicombe & Singh, 2003), seem to be
similar in profit and nonprofit organizations, the manner in
which women, as members of a subordinate group, and men,
as members of a dominant group, may negotiate women’s fit
and their crossing of boundaries also depends a great deal on
ways in which gender is practiced in a specific setting
(Martin, 2001). If the primary activity of an organization is
part of the construction of a desirable masculinity, such as
occurs in sport, the boundaries of entry to governance may be
more strongly policed than when the primary activity is
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associated with preferred femininity (Messner, 1988). The data
suggest that boards negotiate to find a ‘normal’ woman, that is,
a woman who ‘fits’ and who differs in some ways from what
is perceived to be a stereotypical or ‘average’ woman.
Further research is needed to explore how strategies of
fit and of control vary with meanings given to the primary
activity and to governance. In addition, the dynamics
between dominant and subordinate groups discussed here
may also vary by the type of social relation under study.
Little is known about how the ethnic majority as dominant
group and ethnic minority as subordinate group negotiate
fitness for candidacy and selection to positions of power.
Do the gendered bifurcation of and meanings given to sport
more strongly influence negotiations and perceptions of fit
based on gender than on ethnicity? Further research is also
needed on women who were considered as candidates for
board membership but were not appointed. They were not
part of this study, while they could give further insight into
dynamics of exclusion. Finally, further research is needed
to explore women’s and men’s strategies once they do
govern together. Board memberships are usually 4–8 years
long, which means that these women might be able to
change the existing culture from within. Consequently,
constructions of fit/lack of fit for board membership and of
marginalization may also change.

Appendix
Interview topics
1. The process of entering the board: why, how and when,
with whom and under which circumstances, recruitment and selection processes.
2. Affirmative action policy: what is done, how is it done,
resistance, arguments and meanings, attitudes towards
affirmative action.
3. Gendered meanings: meanings given to changes in the
gender ratio and to board membership.
4. Private circumstances: description and organization of
family life, housing, role of the partner, care for others
such as children and parents.
5. (Paid) labor: relationship between board membership
and (paid) labor/activities, organization of (paid) labor,
priorities.
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