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Introduction 

Regardless of performance level and in spite of the fact that the number of women active in 

sport has increased dramatically over the last 50 years, sport is a male dominated arena, 

especially with respect to positions in coaching. The underrepresentation of female coaches has 

been revealed in many countries, and it has been estimated that 20-30% of all sport coaches in 

Europe are women.1 The proportion of women coaches seems to be even lower at the elite-

level.  Studies from several European countries show a variation of between 13 and 17%.2 

With respect to female coaches in elite-level football the situation is even worse. To our 

knowledge there are no women coaching in any of the men’s national teams in Europe, and 

statistics from UEFA show that no more than 20% of the coaches of women’s national teams 

are female.3 Furthermore, as few as 1% of any of the UEFA coaching licenses are held by 

women.4 These figures indicate that female elite-level coaches represent a marginal group in 

the world of football.  

This is also true in Norway. According to UEFA 15% of Norwegian coaches are women, 

however only four (5%) of the UEFA Pro License holders are women, and no more than 20 

women (3%) hold an UEFA A License.5 The aim of this article is to explore the experiences of 

some of those highly qualified women. Here we will study five of these Norwegian female elite-

level coaches. 

 

Women’s experiences in Norwegian football 

Women’s football in Norway had its inception during the 70’s. Since then women’s football 

has been successful both at the recreational and elite levels.6 Football is by far the largest 

organised sport among girls and women, and females account for 30% of the registered 

players.7 Furthermore, the female national team, as opposed to the men’s national team, has 

had great success including the Olympic gold (2000) and the world championship title (1995).  
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Although women’s football in Norway has been quite successful, female players still 

experience different forms of gender discrimination and stereotypical attitudes. A recurring 

issue is that their sexuality is questioned, i.e. participation in the masculine football culture 

implies that female footballers are suspected to be lesbian.8 Several studies in other countries 

have revealed similar experiences among female players.9 Another example is that women’s 

football often is trivialised and sexualised, such as was revealed in a discourse analysis of 

Norway’s largest online supporter forum and in an analysis of ‘Jenteligaen’ (‘the Girl League’),  

the only Norwegian program on TV dedicated to women’s football.10 Also these findings are 

in line with research from other countries on how women’s football typically is portrayed.11 

Correspondingly, female players both in Norway and in other countries experience that they 

often are limited by traditional feminine expectations and that their participation challenges 

masculine values.12 It is in these circumstances that the few female elite-level coaches are 

presented. 

 

Research on female coaches in football 

A growing body of research addressing gender issues in football has been noted during the last 

two decades, but as indicated above the majority of the studies focus on female players and 

their experiences. Correspondingly, the knowledge about women football coaches’ experiences 

is limited as very few studies have investigated this. Furthermore, it should be mentioned that 

none of the publications from these studies on female coaches address sexuality, race or 

ethnicity issues and thus follow the tradition of having a typical heterosexual white look on 

gender, which have to be criticised.13 Except for Bradbury's (2013; 2016) work on ethnic 

minority football coaches, these areas are also under-researched among male coaches.14    

 Schlesinger and Weigelt-Schlesinger examined women’s barriers in coach education in 

football at the regional level in Germany.15 In the educational context, the female coaches (n=6) 



 
 

4 
 

reported that male participants typically were prejudiced against women coaches and women 

in football in general; that their presence was questioned and that their participation attracted 

constant attention that made them feel uncomfortable; and that they had to perform tat twice 

the level  as the men to be acknowledged by their fellows.16 

 With respect to opportunities in coaching they found themselves outside the male 

network and overlooked by those (men) at the clubs responsible for the recruitment of 

coaches.17 They also experienced that typical masculine behaviours such as self-confidence, 

ambitions and strong leadership skills were crucial in order to be accepted as coaches, while 

this at the same time represented a deviation from the norm of being a woman and a 

stigmatisation as being ‘un-feminine.’ Similar were the findings in Fielding-Lloyd and Mean’s 

interviews (n=12) among participants at a women-only coaching course at the entry-level in 

the UK.18 The participants described predominant masculinist discourses where men’s 

privileges and central position in football were normalised. This constrained their work and 

training in football, however it was also evident that the coaches self-subjected to these 

discourses. 

 In Welford’s study among women in non-playing football roles (n=12) at the grassroots 

level in the UK the participants regarded coaching to have a particularly strong masculine model 

of behaviour and that coaching courses emphasize traditional male characteristics such 

aggression and dominance.19 For example, one of the interviewees claimed that they had to 

adapt to such characteristics to pass the coaching course, whereas one of the others felt that she 

was pressured into a masculine way of coaching.20  

The Lewis, Roberts and Andrews’ study among British female football coaches (n=10) 

focused on experiences in coach education.21 The participants reported coaching courses to be 

sexist and bigoted cultures where they felt unappreciated and not being welcomed. It was a 
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place where abusive, derogatory or sexist language was common; and that the lack of female 

coach educators was harmful and damaging.22 

The abovementioned studies indicate a common pattern with experiences of gender 

discrimination, sexism and a dominating masculine culture. These studies are limited to the 

experiences of mostly white female coaches at the lower levels and primarily in relation to 

coaching education. Accordingly, there seems to be a lack of knowledge with respect to women 

coaches’ gendered experiences at a high performance level. We have come across only one 

study that addresses female elite-level football coaches.23 In contrast to the studies presented 

above, in a study of female German speaking elite-level coaches (n=8), nothing negative with 

respect to gender relations and male dominance were reported, and ‘rather they felt they were 

accepted and respected.’24 Hence, based on the introduction and literature review, the purpose 

of this article is to increase the knowledge about female elite-level coaches’ experiences. To do 

this, the following question was formulated: What is the meaning of gender for elite-level 

female coaches’ experiences in football? 

 

Theoretical perspectives 

As a framework for our understanding of the female coaches’ experiences, it is 

important to be aware of the context in which these experiences occur. Coakley25 gives a 

characteristic of sports in general which may very well be applied to football, i.e. that sport is 

male dominated, meaning that the characteristics of men are used as standards for judging 

qualifications; male identified, meaning that the orientations and actions of men are used as 

standards for defining what is right and normal; and thirdly, male centred, which implies that 

men and men’s lives are the expected focus of attention in sport programs, stories, legends, and 

media coverage.  
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Another way of describing this is to say that sport and sport organisations are gendered 

with men as the power holders. Alvesson and Billing26 point to the fact that one can separate 

between gender-in-organisations, i.e. studying what happens to men and women in an 

organisation, and gendered organisations, seeing organisational cultures in terms of masculine 

and feminine values, ideas and meanings.  Both perspectives may have an influence on female 

coaches’ experiences of working in a sports organisation whether it is on the level of a club, a 

district or a federation, but the gender in organisation perspective is influenced by the culture 

in which these sexes participate.  

As shown in some of the studies presented in the beginning of this article the culture of 

football is very gendered. But what impact does this have on the female elite-level coaches’ 

experiences, what does it mean, and how is it to be a part of such a male dominated culture? In 

trying to understand and interpret the meaning of gender with respect to the female coaches’ 

experiences, we will have both a feminist and a gender perspective. What we mean by feminist 

perspective in this context is a desire to unmask and eliminate gender oppression and 

discrimination in sports.27 More specifically we try to have a critical feminist cultural 

perspective that examines how gender is played out and affected through cultural interactions. 

‘A gender perspective implies analysing the importance, meaning and consequences of what is 

culturally defined as male or masculine as well as female or feminine ways of thinking 

(knowing), feeling, valuing and acting,’28 but the concept of gender is more complicated than 

indicated here. Most people will agree that ‘gender’ includes the psychological, social and 

cultural differences between males and females, and that gender is linked to socially constructed 

notions of masculinity and femininity,29 as it is implied in the gender perspective mentioned 

above. But Kimmel reminds us that gender is more than cultural difference when he states that: 
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Gender is not simply a system of classification, by which biological males and biological 

females are sorted, separated, and socialised into equivalent sex roles. Gender also 

expresses the universal inequality between women and men. When we speak about 

gender we also speak about hierarchy, power, and inequality, not simply difference.30 

 

This is particularly important in relation to the female elite-level coaching role, both concerning 

the socialisation into the role, and in relation to how the role is performed, perceived and 

experienced.  

Being a man or a woman is not a fixed state, and masculinity and femininity can be 

enacted by both sexes.31 People construct themselves as masculine and/or feminine and 

psychological research suggests that the great majority of us combine masculine and feminine 

characteristics, in varying blends, rather than being all one or all the other.32 Accordingly, what 

is feminine or masculine will vary over time and will vary between local and global cultures. 

Another major contribution from Connell is the conceptualisations of hegemonic masculinity 

and the fact that there are multiple masculinities and femininities. The different masculinities 

are not equally available or equally respected, but are structured in a hierarchy, where some 

masculinities are dominant while others are subordinated or marginalised. The most honoured 

and powerful form of masculinity is ‘hegemonic masculinity’, which is a normative ideal.  

According to Finley there was a conceptual counterpart ‘hegemonic femininity’, but to 

reflect the asymmetrical position of masculinities and femininities in a patriarchal gender order 

it was replaced with ‘emphasised femininity’.33 Connell meant that no forms of femininity are 

equivalent to hegemonic masculinity, because femininity is always constructed in the overall 

subordination of women to men.34 By ‘emphasised femininity’, Connell refers to the form of 

femininity, defined as ‘the level of mass social relations,’ that is based on women’s 

‘compliance’ with their subordination to men and ‘oriented to accommodating the interests and 
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desires of men’.35 According to Finley it is ‘the type of femininity that is culturally extolled and 

is highly commercialized and legitimated.’36 In the following quote Connell suggests that there 

are multiple femininities. 

 

One form [of femininity] is defined around compliance with this subordination and is 

oriented to accommodating the interests and desires of men. I will call this ‘emphasized 

femininity’. Others are defined centrally by strategies of resistance or forms of non-

compliance. Others again are defined by complex strategic combinations of compliance, 

resistance and co-operation.37  

 

Later Connell and Messerschmidt called for more research on femininities 

The concept of ‘emphasised femininity’ focused on compliance to patriarchy, and that 

is still highly relevant in contemporary mass culture. Yet gender hierarchies are also 

impacted by new configurations of women's identity and practice, especially among 

younger women-which are increasingly acknowledged by younger men. We consider 

that research on hegemonic masculinity now needs to give much closer attention to the 

practices of women and to the historical interplay of femininities and masculinities.38  

 

Based on and inspired by Connell and Messerschmidt, Schippers39 developed an alternative 

model, which is used by Finley in her article about ‘Skating Femininity’.40 This model is 

particularly relevant for sport, which is characterised as a masculine arena, in which women 

have been looked upon as intruders. Accordingly, female athletes in ‘masculine sports’ often 

have not lived up to the characteristics of ‘emphasised femininity’. 

Krane shows how women in less traditional sport settings, are resisting, challenging, 

and transforming expectations of emphasised/hegemonic femininity,41 and in a study among 
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skater girls the participants saw themselves as participating in an ‘alternative’ girlhood against 

the culturally valued emphasised femininity.42 Schippers justifies the use of the term 

‘hegemonic femininity’ as a handmaiden to hegemonic masculinity.43 It consists of the 

characteristics defined as womanly that establish and legitimate a hierarchical and 

complementary relationship to hegemonic masculinity and by doing so, guarantees the 

dominant position of men and the subordination of women, and thus sustains the current gender 

order.  

Schippers does not call the other forms of femininities ‘subordinate’, because they have 

the quality content of masculinity, and thus are not considered inferior traits. They are instead 

called ‘pariah’ femininities because they contaminate gender relations between men and women 

when they are embodied by women. As an example she mentioned that when women exhibit 

physical violence it may destabilise male dominance unless it is feminised. Once feminised, it 

will be perceived as another type of femininity such as ‘bad-ass girl’. This is an example of 

pariah femininity because it ‘constitutes a refusal to complement hegemonic masculinity in a 

relation of subordination and therefore is threatening to male dominance’.44 This also illustrates 

how women and men can perform both masculinities and femininities. As mentioned above, 

what is perceived as masculine and/or feminine and thereby sustains gender hegemony will 

vary over time and by culture. In a local context, practices may emerge that confront or reject 

hegemonic relations. Schippers calls these ‘alternative’ femininities. According to her model 

pariah femininities are stigmatised and less threatening to hegemonic gender relations, whereas 

alternative femininities are resistive because they disrupt relations of male dominance. 

Methods 

The results presented in this article are based on five in-depth interviews with female elite-level 

football coaches who took part in a larger Norwegian research project entitled ‘The elite-level 

coaching role and gender’. The project aims to increase the knowledge about Norwegian elite-
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level coaches with a particular focus on the experiences of and the attitudes towards female 

coaches. The interviewees were recruited from among the respondents (n=309) in a survey 

investigating the characteristics of Norwegian elite-level coaches.45 A total of 40 interviews 

were completed, however only the results from the five female football coaches are included in 

the present article due to its scope. The participants were guaranteed confidentiality and were 

informed that the project was registered and approved by the Norwegian Data Supervision 

Bureau (NSD). They also signed a declaration of consent and received an information letter 

with contact details of the head of the project if they later had any questions or wanted to 

withdraw from the study. 

A semi-structured interview guideline was developed and tested among four elite-level 

coaches before the actual study. First-hand contact with the interviewees was established 

through e-mails by the head of the project, who is also the first-author of the present article. 

The e-mail contained information about the study aims followed by an inquiry to participate in 

the study. After confirming their willingness to participate the interviewees were contacted by 

phone to determine where the interview would take place. Two of the interviews were 

conducted by the first-author and the third-author carried out the last three. 

To gain the interviewees’ confidence may be a challenge when talking about personal 

experiences and sensitive issues such as gender issues. This was however relatively 

uncomplicated in this study due the fact that both interviewers were women and had broad, 

though different experiences from sports. The first author has been concerned with various 

issues related to gender equality and diversity in sport for several decades, and is well-known 

among many athletes and coaches in Norway. She is a former athlete herself at the international 

level. The third-author has experience as a footballer at the elite-level in Norway, and she has 

also coached football. The interviews lasted 75-90 minutes and covered  the following themes: 

the coaching career; hiring processes in coaching; coaching of men and coaching of women; 
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relationship and influence in club and/or association; the meaning of gender and authority. The 

interviews were transcribed verbatim and coded into thematic text segments by the use of 

MAXQDA, a software program for qualitative data analysis. After having read through the text 

many times, and used memos for emerging themes relevant to answer the purpose of the study, 

different segments of the text were assigned a code name. The code system was organised on 

two levels with the following categories at the first level: gender relations, job opportunities, 

and self-confidence. Examples of codes at the second level were: lack of respect (gender 

relations); male dominance (gender relations); terms and conditions (job opportunities); and 

competence doubt (self-confidence). This is in accordance with what Sparkes and Smith 

describe as higher-order and lower-order themes, when using computer assisted data analysis46.  

The five coaches were between 36 and 50 years of age and coaching was their primary 

occupation. Two coached national teams; two coached the elite-level in clubs; and one coached 

both a national team and at the club level. Three were head coaches; two were assistant coaches 

and all but one coached female teams. All had experience as players; four of them at the 

international level. As emphasised in the introduction, the number of female coaches at the 

elite-level in Norway is very low and those familiar with Norwegian football will be able to 

deduce likely names of the participants. Thus, all quotes presented are provided with 

pseudonyms so that the reader is unaware as to who said what. Accordingly, quotes that have 

the potential of identifying individuals have been omitted or reformulated. 

 

Results 

 

The analysis of the interviews showed that the coaches experienced their gendered 

situations differently both in relation to how it impacted their participation in coach education, 

their self-confidence, and their value on the elite-level coach job market. 
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Male dominance in coach education 

It was normal for the participants to be one of the few or the only woman when fulfilling their 

coach education. In the beginning of the interviews, this seemed to be unproblematic: 

‘Personally, I have never experienced any unpleasant or difficulties in relation to this ... I have 

taken courses with mostly men’ (Ellen), ‘I have always participated in courses with almost only 

men, and have never had any problems with it, but we are different’ (Ida), and ‘I was alone at 

a course and … Most of the participants were very nice and positive’ (Ingrid). Once again Stine 

differed and was more direct in her answer: ‘I was the only woman at the course and that in 

itself is a bit challenging I think. And then I experienced being considered as incompetent.’ 

However, later in the interview Ellen, Ida and Ingrid also talked about uncomfortable 

experiences: ‘And then there is always a bit of teasing and joking ... men that try to be humorous 

on our behalf. It came out all wrong ...a little laugh at someone else’s expense’ (Ingrid), ‘I 

experienced that there is a specific attitude towards others that ... they are polite enough to be 

silent when you are talking, but they don’t listen to you’ (Ida), and:  

 

… both as an athlete and as a coach one could have wished a better gender balance, I 

have experienced that here there are only guys, and that one is not accepted because one 

is a female coach. (Ellen) 

 

Though our coaches’ experiences varied, some of them mirrored the negative findings from the 

few studies presented earlier, however it may be noted that those did not concern elite-level 

female football coaches. 
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The Norwegian Football Association has arranged educational courses for women only 

and some of our coaches had participated in such courses with positive outcomes. They felt that 

they were among people like themselves, which made them more secure, also in relation to 

participating in discussions. Two of them had also taught at such courses and had received very 

positive evaluations: ‘The feedback from the participants was that it was easier to be active. 

Some had taken mixed gender courses before, but they had experienced that they dared to 

contribute more (at the women only course)’ (Ida). But the content of the course may be more 

important than the gender distribution of the participants. As shown in the literature review 

even at female only courses the participants mentioned that men’s privileges and central 

position in football were normalised,47 and that they were discriminated against during 

education.48 Ellen indicated the same when she stated that if one should continue with mixed 

gender education at a higher level, it is important that the teachers also are updated and schooled 

about women's football. And she continued:  

 

The point is that all discussions are related to men's football. Because as women coaches 

... we follow what happens in men's football in the same way as the male coaches do ... 

meaning for us it is not a problem to take part in a discussion about what's going on in 

the highest male league, but for a male coach to take part in a discussion about the 

highest female league, is often impossible, because he has not seen one single female 

match. 

  

Self-confidence 

Different factors may have an impact on the coaches’ self-confidence. Being a member of a 

minority group is in itself one such factor. One becomes more visible, which may lead to more 

pressure to show that one is good enough to get respect, at the same time as one is kept out of 
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the male coaches’ network: ‘... when you are alone with 30 men on an educational course, even 

when you are much better than most of them ... you will keep silent, if you don’t have a lot of 

self-confidence’ (Benedicte).  

The participants also differed with respect to self-confidence, in spite of the fact that 

they were the most qualified and best female coaches in Norway. Fielding-Lloyd and Mean49 

showed how male football leaders and coaches believed that there is a general lack of self-

confidence among women and as a consequence the coaching role is not for them. Benedicte 

supported this line of thought: ‘I don’t believe that so many of the female coaches themselves 

have the self-confidence that is needed.’ At the same time, she said: ‘I have always felt that I 

have had respect … at least in the elite-level environment, but I have been a lonely bird among 

all the male coaches from the beginning.’ Ellen on the other hand expressed high self-

confidence. She was tough and did not analyse or pondering situations too much, whereas Stine 

said ‘… maybe I don't have as much self-confidence as I ought to have to be a football coach. 

I should have some more of it.’  

The study of Fielding-Lloyd and Mean50 also illustrates how the social construction of 

gender in a masculine environment may influence women’s self-confidence. The authors used 

critical discourse analysis in the study of an educational football course and: 

 

… identified the consistent re/production of women as not confident in their own skills 

and abilities, and framing of women themselves as responsible for the gendered 

inequities in football coaching. Women were thereby strategically positioned on the 

periphery of the football category, whilst the organization was positioned as progressive 

and liberal.51  
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The social construction of gender has consequences for women's self-confidence and for how 

others experience them.52 Since coaching is a masculine arena this may influence how the 

female coaches experience their own competence and how the environment experiences them. 

A consequence may be that women become reluctant to advance their careers through a lack of 

self-belief and motivation, as was found in a study by Norman.53 One of the participants told 

about her thoughts before she went to a high level coaching course as the only woman: 

 

I was very nervous and worried about going ... I didn’t think it was some kind of vendetta 

because I was a woman. But I think that the instructor's incompetence combined with 

my insecurity, gave a very bad result, quite simply. (Stine) 

 

Though the female coaches varied with respect to their own self-confidence they all agreed 

about the self-confidence among their male counterparts. Ellen expressed it as follows: ‘A 

common male thought is probably that “I can manage 10% of this, so therefore I can do it,” but 

a common female thought is, “I can only manage 90% of this, so therefore I can’t do it”’. 

According to the participants, male coaches therefore have a tendency to overvalue their 

characteristics and skills, whereas female coaches undervalue themselves.  

 

Value on the elite-level coaching job market 

As indicated in the introduction Schlesinger and Weigelt-Schlesinger54 found that informal and 

personal decision-making practices played a fundamental role in the recruitment of female 

coaches at the regional level. Further that these undermined formal guidelines and gave 

disproportional weight to stereotyped preferences when recruiting coaches. Elite-level coaches 

seem often to be headhunted through acquaintances, relationships and networks, which is 
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dominated by men.55 Hence, public announcements of such positions are rare. For a minority 

group, like women, it can therefore be difficult to be recruited to such jobs.56  

Though all the coaches had been headhunted to their present positions, they had different 

opinions about the meaning of the male network. Most of them thought that not being a part of 

a male network could have negative consequences in relation to job opportunities. However, 

the impression was that they did not reflect very much upon it. Ingrid said that ‘One can state 

that men employ men’ whereas Ellen stated that ‘It is men who occupy most of the positions, 

at least in the football association and in many clubs ... male networks exist in most areas of 

society and also in football.’ Ida did not look upon the male network as a barrier: 

 

I have not thought about it. After all I have a job here, even if I am a woman. So 

something has to have been positive in relation to that fact. It is almost only men who 

have been a part of the employment process. 

  

Studies from other countries show that male coaches are preferred when coaches are hired, and 

that female coaches are only relevant for female teams.57 This was also the fact in our study. 

The participants interpreted this as a lack of respect, since female coaches seldom coach men’s 

teams. As Benedicte noted:  

 

There are not many jobs available ... If you can’t get any male team, which today is 

impossible to get. The coach for the female national team is one position only, and then 

we have 12 teams in the highest league for women. But there is a deep prejudice against 

female coaches so there are not many jobs to seek, if you have a coaching ambition. 

 

And Stine expressed it like this: 
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It’s almost only men who are doing this. I think that I will never get a job as a coach for 

a male team in a higher league … that is because I am a woman. If I had had the expertise 

that I have, and had been a man, I could have been very attractive. 

  

In spite of the fact that the women were well aware of the challenges it can be to be an elite-

level coach in the male dominated world of football they personally also had many positive 

experiences:  

 

 Personally, I have not experienced it as uncomfortable or difficult to be a woman. I 

 have received a lot of positive feedback being a female elite-level coach ... but I know 

 that such attitudes as ‘women can’t coach football’ exist, but no one has said that to 

 me directly (Ellen).  

 

Others expressed the same feelings: ‘I have always felt that I have been respected by the male 

elite-level coaches’ (Ida), ‘I have only received positive comments about being a female coach 

at such a high level’ (Ingrid). But the coaches agreed that it was easier for male coaches to gain 

respect and authority. This was also possible for women, but they had to work harder: ‘You 

have to prove yourself first – if you deserve respect’ (Ida), ‘They don’t think we have the 

knowledge and competence that are needed ... and there is an expectation that you have to 

perform twice as good as a man in the same shoes’ (Benedicte). 

Our interviewees therefore felt that their experience and competence were undervalued 

in comparison to male coaches. But they seemed to have accepted their position as ‘outsiders’ 

when they expressed acceptance or understanding of the fact that they first had to show their 

skills and competence and then get the needed respect. Most of them were pleased with the jobs 
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they had achieved: ‘I am not going to complain because I have had many OK jobs. And I have 

very much liked what I have been doing and am doing’ (Benedicte). She continued: ‘I will 

guess that when I started here it may be that someone experienced it as strange at the beginning 

... But when you show that you know your subjects and have something to contribute, then the 

respect comes.’  

Success as an elite-level coach is dependent on how much you win. At this level, you 

have to win or you lose your job. In other words, it is an insecure job for both female and male 

coaches. The participants indicated that this is something they reflect upon: ‘If you shall coach 

a team in the highest league you have to be mobile. And at the same time you never know: do 

I get a new job next year or do I get fired’ (Ellen). Ida expresses a classical gender stereotype 

when she said:  

 

Sometimes I have been thinking that it could have been fun to try to coach a male elite-

football team ... And I believe I have the knowledge and competence, but at the same 

time I know what I have now. ... You can get fired after five months... I believe that 

women need a bit more security in their daily life, knowing that it is something that will 

last for a certain time. 

 

Many elite-level athletes become high-profile coaches after their career has ended. Though, 

Stine said that: ‘You don't need to have been a horse to become a jockey,’ She agreed with most 

of the other coaches that her experience as an elite-level player was positive: ‘For me it has 

been important ... but I think that there are many roads to Rome.’ Ingrid also agreed that her 

experience as an elite-level player was positive: ‘For me it has given me a kind of confidence, 

the fact that I have the feeling for the play. Even though it was some years ago, I can recognise 

situations that the players are in.’ The fact that most of them had a ‘famous’ name and had been 
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in the media, may also have led to the fact that they more often were contacted with respect to 

new coaching jobs. 

 

Summary and conclusion  

The results indicate that the culture of football in Norway is very gendered; it is male 

dominated, male identified, and male centred, as described by Coackley. Football represents a 

gendered organisational culture, which can be seen in the domination of masculine values, ideas 

and meanings.  This is in accordance with the studies presented earlier, but the findings from 

our study show how this impacts on the female football coaches’ experiences, both in relation 

to , their coach education, i.e. courses dominated by men and masculinities; with respect to their 

self-confidence, which for some of the women were surprisingly low,  and how they look upon 

their own chances in the job market, which they also considered relatively low. It is clear that 

the male dominance is a challenge for women in all the areas mentioned above. They agreed 

that male elite-level coaches more easily get respect and authority, that the men's competence 

is more valued, and that the men's chances in the job market is much higher than for female 

than for male elite-level coaches. 

With respect to the theories mentioned earlier, and the model of different femininities 

as developed by Schippers58 one can state that all the female coaches  expressed a form of 

hegemonic femininity, meaning that to a certain degree they seemed to accept the world the 

way it is, i.e. the dominating male football culture with its values and gender stereotypes. On 

the other hand, just by the fact that they are elite-level football coaches one can say that they 

represent a form of pariah femininity, and as such they threaten, to a certain degree, hegemonic 

relations between masculinity and femininity. 

But as a group they expressed very little protest or resistance femininity, which could 

have represented alternative femininities, and thereby led to a disruption of the male dominance. 
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This does not mean that they were very pleased with the situation or did not want or had any 

ideas for change. For example, they were aware of the male powerholders in football and the 

consequences for women, but they did not seem to actively protest for changes in the system. 

There is a parallel between the different femininities described above and feminist 

theory. In relation to feminism these coaches represent in many ways a liberal feminist 

perspective, i.e. equality on the men’s premises; they operate within the current conditions of 

patriarchy which they do no attempt to challenge or change If the coaches had had a more 

radical perspective, i.e. showed more resistance, they would probably have expressed 

alternative femininities, which in the long run could lead to more change and more female 

power. Such tendencies could be gleaned from some of the participants, particularly when they 

talked about their experiences in male and female only coach education courses, and the wish 

to change the content in them, which was due to the fact that men's privileges and central 

position in football always were normalized.  

One major finding is that in spite of a culture characterised by masculinity the coaches 

had varied experiences. At the same time that they have had negative and uncomfortable 

experiences they also told about positive experiences and situations in which they had been 

treated with respect by men. One way of expressing this is to say that the coaches’ experiences 

demonstrate both difference and diversity. This is contradictory to most other studies of female 

coaches, except from the study among female elite-coaches by Hofmann and co-authors.59 

Our study concerns elite-level coaches, and it may be that when women get to such at a 

high level they experience more respect and less direct discrimination than female coaches at a 

lower level. On the other hand some of them indicated that they had been harassed at coach 

education courses and that they could have coached at higher level if they had belonged to the 

opposite sex. 
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Another surprising finding was the lack of self-confidence among some of the coaches, 

and their clear perception of the high self-confidence among male coaches in general. This 

mirrors traditional gender roles, and one can speculate if some of the female coaches had the 

expectation that ‘this is the way it should be’, because high self-confidence is more of an 

expected male than a female characteristic or stereotype. 

 As mentioned earlier other studies indicate that female coaches through their coach education 

‘learn’ and thereby internalise a feeling of not being ‘good enough’. But such experiences from 

their education combined with the feeling that their experience and competence were 

undervalued can be very negative signs in relation to recruitment and retention. The low number 

of female coaches at this level is not only a challenge for Norwegian football, but also for 

football internationally. In an interview study among national-level female coaches in the 

United Kingdom, the participants suggested the following ideas to increase the recruitment and 

the retention; role modelling and mentoring; greater frequency and quality of coaching 

opportunities; the creation of supportive networks, and a policy of positive discrimination.60 

One practical consequence of our results should be, as some of the coaches also suggest, more 

female only courses, which can be looked upon as positive discrimination. But this does not 

necessarily, lead to any changes in the recruitment and retention of female coaches, as the study 

by Fielding-Lloyd and Mean61 suggests, what seems to be more important is to change the 

content in the educational courses. Elite-level coaches should not only learn about the technique 

and tactics of the game of football, but also about gender and power. Both future male and 

female coaches should learn about the reasons for the male domination in soccer and the 

women's underrepresentation and experiences. Such a socio-cultural education  may make it 

easier for both future male and female coaches to understand the needs and behaviours of both 

genders, and may lead to some cultural changes in the world of football, particularly with 

respect to both coach education and the number of female coaches. 
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