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The rungs for advancement up the corporate ladder in the sports industry can be slippery for women. Is the 
next generation of sports leaders aware of this fact? Senior undergraduate sport management students from 
Canadian universities completed the Career Pathways Survey (CPS) instrument to measure their 
perceptions of the glass ceiling. Both groups aspire to senior leadership roles. However, only the students 
who identified as women perceived the presence of a glass ceiling. Sport management students need to be 
better educated on the presence of the glass ceiling so the benefits of equitable, inclusive, and diverse 
leadership groups can be realized.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Women are enrolling in university undergraduate and graduate programs and also entering professional 
careers in greater numbers than at any other time in history (Statistics Canada, 2017). Sport management is 
one area of substantial growth in our institutions of higher learning, and students enrolled in these programs 
explicitly state that they aspire to careers in the field upon graduation (Forsyth et al.,  2019; Hancock, et al., 
2018; Harris et al., 2015).  

As in other fields, higher percentages of women are also entering and graduating from these sport 
management programs (Simmons, 2011). By volume alone, it is logical to predict that a higher number of 
women sport management students will eventually serve in senior leadership positions in the sports 
industry. However, a review of the employment data would confirm that this is not the case (Acosta & 
Carpenter, 2014; Burton, 2015; Burton & Leberman, 2017; Hancock et al., 2018; Kamphoff, 2010; Lovett 
& Lowry, 1994; Mazerolle et al., 2015; Shaw, 2006; Smith et al., 2012). These researchers and others have 
pointed to the institutional and social barriers like the glass ceiling, the glass cliff, the glass wall, 
homologous reproduction, role congruity theory, the “old boys’ network”, sexual harassment, 
discrimination, access and treatment discrimination, and stereotypes as some of the reasons for this slow 
pace of change. Government and organizational policies that trumpet equity, diversity, and inclusion have 
helped, but the situation does not appear to be changing in the sports industry at a reasonable pace (Burton 
& Leberman, 2017; Hancock et al., 2018; Jones & Palmer, 2011; Pfister & Radtke, 2006). Another strategy 
might be needed. Perhaps greater attention needs to be focused on the next generation of sports leaders. 
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The researchers of the current study undertook a descriptive research study to undercover the perceptions 
that men and women students studying sport management have regarding the barriers that women may face 
in advancing to senior leadership positions in the sports industry.  

 
Self-Inflicted Barriers and Perceptions 

According to Sartore and Cunningham (2007), women frequently do not attain top leadership positions 
in sport organizations due to self-limiting behaviors. Kay & Shipman (2014) elaborated on this finding by 
noting that women have a greater tendency to minimize their accomplishments and sabotage their 
confidence, unlike their male counterparts. Some women counter these perceptions by feeling the need to 
further prove themselves to their colleagues by working longer hours and taking on more arduous 
assignments (Betzer-Tayar et al., 2017; Burton et al., 2012; Kilty, 2006; Norman, 2010; Norman & Rankin-
Wright, 2018; Walker & Bopp, 2010). Other researchers (Burton, 2015; Forsyth et al., 2019; Kay & 
Shipman, 2014; Moreau & Leathwood, 2006) have suggested that women frequently put limits on their 
advancement (e.g., not applying for senior leadership roles believing that they lack the qualifications) which 
also explain the discrepancy in representation in the executive suites. Women often underestimate their 
contributions and abilities, they often think that they lack the skills and ability to position and promote 
themselves relative to their men counterparts. As a result, women frequently leave middle management 
roles early due to a perceived lack of support, recognition, and respect (Burton & Leberman, 2017; Aman 
et al., 2018). This is also described by other researchers (Aman et al., 2018; Hancock & Hums, 2006; Helfat 
et al., 2006; Pell, 1996; Ragins et al., 1998; White, 2004) as the “leaky pipeline”. Kay & Shipman (2014) 
have proven that men will apply for jobs when they meet a minimal percent of the requirements, whereas 
women will only apply to the job when they meet all of the requirements. Burton (2015) found that women 
in the sports industry do not apply for, and/or secure mid-level leadership roles that would help them build 
their experience profile and better qualify them for more senior-level leadership roles in the industry. These 
practices further reduce the number of women in candidate pools for senior-level roles. Getting to these 
positions is a significant issue. How they are treated is another issue of significant consequence. 

Women also report that they endure more criticism than men for their behaviors in the workplace (Ryan 
& Haslam, 2005). Hancock et al. (2018) and Smith et al. (2012) suggest that many of the organizations’ 
policies and practices value men’s activities and contributions more than women’s. These realities make 
workplace environments hostile, antagonistic, and discriminatory for women (Cunningham, 2008). Burton 
(2015) suggested that sports organizations often encourage male-dominated leadership while other 
researchers (Knoppers & Anthonissen, 2007; Sartore & Cunningham, 2007) suggest that inequitable power 
dynamics prevail in sport organizations that favor men. This cycle needs to break. However, it appears to 
be replicated in the selection process as well as in the day-to-day operations.  

Fewer women working in the senior levels of leadership in the sports industry results in a loss of women 
role models, mentors, and sponsors that also contribute to the low participation rates at the senior leaders’ 
levels of the industry. Women who have broken through the barriers and moved into senior leadership roles 
often point to these conditions (Burton et al., 2012; Cosentino et al., 2021; Kamphoff, 2010; Mazerolle et 
al., 2015; Mazerolle & Eason, 2016).  
 
Gender Representation in Sport Leadership  

Sport is not the only industry with work to do in this critical area. Researchers continue to uncover the 
imbalance of senior women leaders in multiple sectors including, but not limited to, business and academia 
(Burton, 2019; Hideg & Shen, 2019; Seo & Huang, 2017). Although the number of women serving on 
executive boards has increased, proportional inequities still exist (Seierstad et al., 2017; Torchia et al., 
2018). Reports issued by organizations like the Workplaces that Work for Women (2020) note that as of 
July of 2018, only 3.3% of women held Chief Executive Officer (CEO) positions in the companies on the 
Toronto Stock Exchange. In addition, only 30% of these companies had a woman as an executive officer. 
Various researchers have confirmed that there are a minimal number of women in leadership positions in 
business (Dean, 2016; Desvaux et al., 2007; Hartmann-Tews & Pfister, 2005; Lyness & Grotto, 2018; 
Sanchez & Frey, 2019). The data for sports organizations reveal a similar trend. Men significantly 
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outnumber women in a variety of roles such as athletic directors (Taylor & Wells, 2017), as athletic trainers 
(Mazerolle et al., 2015), sports physicians (Stern et al., 2013), sports coaches or head coaches (Acosta & 
Carpenter, 2014; Kane & LaVoi, 2018; Reade et al., 2009; Walker & Bopp, 2010), female sports academics 
(Whaley & Krane, 2012), and executive roles within organized sport (Acosta & Carpenter, 2014; Burton et 
al., 2011; Forsyth et al., 2019; Grappendorf & Lough, 2006; Kane & LaVoi, 2018; LaVoi & Dutove, 2012). 
These statistics are concerning when coupled with the fact that more women are graduating from institutions 
of higher education programs where students are being prepared for careers in the industry (Statistics 
Canada, 2017).  

In 2006, 32.8% of women aged 25 to 34 held a bachelor’s degree or higher, while 24.8% of men did 
(Statistics Canada, 2017); by 2016, this rose to 40.7 % of women, and 29.1% of men (Statistics Canada, 
2017). Furthermore, the same source reports that more women are holding doctoral degrees in fields like 
business, management, public administration, education, and health-related fields. It is clear that more 
women are graduating than men, but there is not a parallel transfer to the senior leadership ranks in a number 
of these sectors. Unfortunately, this same pattern is also played out in the sports industry where women are 
disproportionately underrepresented at senior leadership levels (Simmons, 2011). In fact, there is a 
“glacially slow progress toward the advancement of women into sport leadership” (Burton & Leberman, 
2017, p. 16). As of 2018, women only held 2% of the positions on senior boards in sport organizations in 
Canada (Facts and Stats, n.d.). In addition, women only occupy 15% of the 98 senior leadership roles in 
Canadian-based Major League Soccer, Major League Baseball, the National Hockey League, the National 
Basketball Association, and the Canadian Football League. Something happens along women’s career paths 
to perpetuates this imbalance.  

Leading change in this area also makes sense on performance grounds. Researchers have demonstrated 
that the presence of women in leadership roles has been proven to have positive implications on an 
organization’s performance. For example, scholars like Desvaux et al. (2007) determined that the presence 
of women in leadership roles correlates with better decision-making processes, more diverse perspectives 
to deliberations, a richer set of ideas, and many positive financial outcomes like increased return on equity, 
stock price growth, and operational savings. Hoobler et al. (2018) stated that having more women in 
leadership positions is good for business. Their meta-analysis indicated that having women in senior 
executive roles or as members of a Board of Directors generally leads to improved company performance 
(Hoobler et al., 2018). Researchers have also determined that when women sit on Boards of Directors they 
contribute to heightened levels of innovative thinking, heightened engagement, less negative conflict, and 
superior preparation for board meetings (Torchia et al., 2018). Furthermore, current thinking in leadership 
calls for advanced communication skills (Robinson et al., 2008; Yang et al., 2019), heightened levels of 
emotional intelligence (Ashkanasy & Humphrey, 2011), and a higher ability to relate with one’s 
experiences (Mayer et al., 2016). Researchers have confirmed that these skills are generally more prevalent 
in women (Lee & Chelladurai, 2018; Zheng et al., 2018). Despite these findings and advances for change, 
women remain underrepresented in sport leadership.  

Many organizations have attempted to address the inequity by implementing diversity programs and 
gender equity policies (Facts and Stats, n.d). For example, 47% of Canadian sport organizations, stated that 
they committed to implementing a gender equity policy to their governance documents by January of 2019. 
In addition, 17% of these sports organizations made the same commitment for their senior staff officers in 
their organizations (Facts and Stats, n.d). Affirmative action laws and government-imposed employment 
equity legislation have also been implemented. However, change has been very slow to transpire (Lough & 
Grappendorf, 2007; Moore et al., 2001).  

Homologous reproduction, defined as a tendency for those hiring “[…] to give employment to those 
who are the most similar to them, as a means of reducing organizational uncertainty” (Forsyth et al., 2019, 
p. 82). It may also be a contributing factor to understanding the underrepresentation of women in sport 
organizations. This is a structural barrier to women gaining entry to senior leadership roles and perpetuates 
a culture often described as the “old boys’ club” (Forsyth et al., 2019; Shaw, 2006). Men tend to occupy 
the senior leadership roles in sport organizations (Acosta & Carpenter, 2014; Kamphoff, 2010; Lovett & 
Lowry, 1994; Mazerolle et al., 2015). Other barriers have been identified as a glass wall, glass ceiling, or 
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glass cliff (Burton & Leberman, 2017). The glass wall refers to the opportunities that women are provided 
with, in that there is a lack of access to working in sport (Burton & Leberman, 2017). The glass ceiling 
refers to the lack of support that women receive to advance; in other words, there is an inability to progress 
in the organization (Burton & Leberman, 2017). The glass cliff is characterized by a lack of support or 
consistency for women, resulting in higher risk and ultimately prompting failure when women are promoted 
to positions (Burton & Leberman, 2017). Hancock et al. (2018) challenged the idea of the glass ceiling by 
stating that women experience a leadership labyrinth. They stated that while not every woman will hit a 
glass ceiling, many will encounter a leadership labyrinth in which they experience challenges that often 
limit their career advancement (Hancock et al., 2018).  

Another structural barrier purported to limit women’s advancement to leadership levels in sport 
organizations is the lack of women role models, mentors, and sponsors. These supports are critical to career 
advancement. As noted earlier, there is a small number of women employed in the senior levels of sports 
organizations. Younger women don't see many women in these roles and consequently may question 
whether there are opportunities for them (Block & Tietjen-Smith, 2016). While men can play a mentoring 
and sponsorship role for other women, researchers (e.g., Block & Tietjen-Smith, 2016; Kilty, 2006; Walker 
& Bopp, 2010) have confirmed that same-sex role models, mentors, and sponsors are most effective in 
increasing the confidence of women and undoubtedly their success in gaining more senior leadership roles 
in the industry (Burton et al., 2012; M'mbaha & Chepyator-Thomson, 2018).  

Bower and Hums’ (2009) study of physical education departments confirmed the importance of 
mentoring to career advancement for women and especially for women and girls working with women 
mentors. They found that mentoring helped women overcome various barriers that prevented other women 
from advancing their careers in sport and physical education (Bower & Hums, 2009). Women in senior 
positions considered mentoring other women a professional obligation. However, with a dearth of women 
in these roles, the opportunities for other women are severely limited and the problem is perpetuated. Other 
researchers (e.g., Aman et al., 2018; Burton, 2015; Shaw & Frisby, 2006; Shaw & Hoeber, 2003) have also 
highlighted the difficulties women often experience in networking within the sports industry as one of the 
challenges to significant advancement of women into senior leadership roles. Women do not have access 
to the same number of women peers, mentors, advocates, and sponsors (Darvin et al., 2019; Deane et al., 
2015; Weiner & Burton, 2016).  

 
Student Perceptions and Career Expectations  

Hancock et al. (2018) conducted a study of sport management students in the United States using the 
38-item Career Pathways Survey (CPS) instrument and they confirmed that a complex number of barriers 
exist for women that impede their advancement to senior leadership levels, commonly referred to as the 
“glass ceiling”. Students rated the perceived barriers of acceptance, denial, resilience, and resignation on a 
seven-point Likert-type scale. Key findings from this research were that: male students felt that barriers to 
advancement for women no longer existed and that women were less interested in seeking positions at high 
levels in sport. Both the male and female students felt that women overcome the glass ceiling barrier. The 
female students felt that women would not give up on their careers in the face of barriers or obstacles 
(Hancock et al., 2018). The researchers concluded that the career advancement for women may resemble 
more of a leadership labyrinth as opposed to a shattering of the glass ceiling (Hancock et al., 2018). It was 
noted that women in particular will experience barriers, but in different ways and at different points in time 
throughout their careers (Hancock et al., 2018). This recommendation was advanced based on the fact that 
women must navigate multiple barriers to advance in their careers in the industry (Hancock et al., 2018). 

In a similar context, Harris et al. (2015) had used focus groups to determine perceptions of 
undergraduate female students. While the female students were excited about the career prospects of 
entering the sports industry they had concerns about job discrimination (i.e., gender stereotypes, and gender 
discrimination) and the realities of working in the sports industry (i.e., difficulty networking, job market 
constraints, long work hours, low salary range, and multiple role conflict). Despite these concerns, 
excitement remained regarding entrance into the field.  
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Vianden & Gregg (2017) extended the literature by applying a diversity lens to analyze the privilege 
heterosexual white college men have within the sports industry. They utilized focus groups to determine 
the reflections that heterosexual white men had on their role to help women in the sports industry. Overall, 
participants felt that they had a role to play within the industry when discussing women in sport and hiring 
processes to make a change. Forsyth et al. (2019) also used focus groups to study the issue and concluded 
that role models for women are needed and that organizations should promote the success of women in 
sport and business. Forsyth et al. (2019) also recommended that the provision of childcare services, 
networking opportunities, and gender-neutral applications would be beneficial to address the gender 
imbalance in the sports industry.  

Finally, Sauder et al. (2018) also utilized focus groups to gain the female sport management majors' 
perspectives on barriers and supports in the academic discipline of sport management. Four themes emerged 
from Saurder et al. (2018) otherness, roles and credibility, prior experiences, and people of influence. These 
findings illustrated the power sport management faculty have in shaping their academic classroom in sport 
management, and their ability to provide support for their female students.  

These studies highlight the need for undergraduate and graduate students to be aware of, and perceptive 
to, the barriers that women frequently face as they endeavor to advance their careers in the sports industry. 
To date, there has not been any research on this topic conducted with men and women sport management 
students in Canada. These students are the next generation of sport leaders in the country. This study 
addresses this need, and the results will help academic leaders better prepare students to navigate their 
careers and lead needed change in the sports industry.  
 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 

This study was based on the glass ceiling research literature base. The glass ceiling is a metaphor that 
is commonly used in research when referring to the barriers and obstacles that women commonly face when 
they are seeking promotions in the top levels of organizations (Burke & Vinnicombe, 2005; McLeod, 2008; 
Smith et al., 2012). This concept was introduced in 1986 in the Wall Street Journal as one of the major 
barriers to women advancing to leadership positions (Weyer, 2007). Due to the glass ceiling, women receive 
a lack of support when seeking to advance and this creates a lack of progression for women in the 
organization (Burton & Leberman, 2017).  
 
METHODS 
 

This descriptive study was designed to explore and describe perceptions that men and women 
undergraduate students have about the barriers women may face in advancing their careers to the senior 
leadership levels within the sports industry. The study was approved in advance by the Western Universities 
Research Ethics Review Board before initiating the data collection process.  
 
Research Questions  

Two research questions guided this research project. These questions were: 
1. Do men and women senior undergraduate students studying sport management have different 

career expectations for a senior leadership career in sport?   
2. Do men and women senior undergraduate students studying sport management have perceptual 

differences regarding the barriers that women may face in advancing in sport to senior 
leadership roles?  

 
Study Population 

This study was conducted at nine universities that offer a sport management program in Canada 
according to the North American Society for Sport Management (NASSM) website. A total of 966 senior 
undergraduate students enrolled in a sport management class at the time of data collection were identified 
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as qualified to participate in the study. To avoid frame error, students listed in two or more sport 
management classes were instructed to complete one survey form.  
 
Instrumentation  

The researchers adopted the methods from Hancock et al. (2018) which was a study that was conducted 
in the United States (U.S.). The researchers were granted permission to use the Career Pathways Survey 
(CPS) by Smith et al. (2012); a valid and reliable instrument specifically designed to measure the 
perceptions that respondents have about the barriers that might exist to impede career progression for 
women, as a result of the glass ceiling. The 38-item survey instrument produced interval data on a seven-
point Likert type scale (i.e., 1 = “strongly agree” through 7 = “strongly disagree”). The instrument was 
designed to measure differences across four glass ceiling phenomena (i.e., resignation, acceptance, 
resilience, and denial). Two of the factors (denial and acceptance) have a reverse coding mechanism built 
into the scale to detect response set errors that threaten the validity of the data.  

Denial is a measure of the belief that both men and women will have the same experiences when 
seeking leadership positions; in other words, the glass ceiling no longer exists (Smith et al., 2012). Ten of 
the 38-items in the Career Pathways Survey measured denial, and the internal consistency of this scale was 
previously computed as ∝  = 0.81 (Smith et al., 2012). Acceptance is a measure of women being content 
with not seeking careers in senior leadership (Hancock et al., 2018). Seven of the 38-items in the Career 
Pathways Survey made up the acceptance scale. Smith et al. (2012) determined that the internal consistency 
of this scale was ∝ = 0.72. Resilience refers to a measure of a woman’s desire to overcome the barriers that 
they face. In the context of this study, they persevere to secure a senior leadership position in sport. Eleven 
of the 38-items in the Career Pathways Survey measured resilience. Smith et al. (2012) calculated the 
internal consistency of the resilience measure to be ∝  = 0.70. Resignation is a measure of the perception 
that women give up or fail to achieve promotions because of social barriers (i.e., role congruity theory) or 
organizational obstacles (i.e., sexual discrimination, harassment). Ten of the 38-items in the Career 
Pathways Survey measured resignation and Smith et al. (2012) determined that the internal consistency of 
the resignation scale was ∝ = 0.71.  

Each of the four scales of the Career Pathways Survey instrument exceeded the threshold of ∝ =0.70 
that Santos (1999) established as critical. Therefore, the scales were considered internally consistent.  
 
Data Collection Procedures  

The quantitative data from the undergraduate students studying sport management was collected using 
the Qualtrics program; an online platform that is ideal for conducting survey research. This approach was 
chosen due to the fact that professors needed to quickly distribute the survey forms to students given the 
immediate campus closings and shift to an online program delivery due to the impact of the COVID-19 
virus. The professors at the nine universities distributed a survey link to their undergraduate students 
enrolled in senior sport management classes at their institution. The survey link along with the letter of 
information, the consent letter, and the purpose of the study was outlined in the opening section of the 
survey form. A context slide was then provided for the students which included head and shoulders pictures, 
job titles, and men and women in senior leadership within Professional/Major League sports organizations 
in Canada. The images represented the presidents and vice-presidents of Professional/Major League sports 
teams and leagues that operate in Canada. The images were also presented in the exact proportion to the 
percentage of men and women in senior leadership roles at the time of data collection. A caption 
accompanied the image that explained the slide and signaled the ratio of men and women presidents and 
vice-presidents in professional/major league sport in Canada (i.e., 85:15). Students were required to confirm 
that they had read the slide in advance of the data collection procedures. If students answered no to this 
question they were eliminated from the study. A two-step non-response procedure was enacted to maximize 
participation rates. A reminder email was distributed to the students one week after the initial distribution 
of the questionnaires. After four weeks the site was closed, and the data were uploaded to an excel 
spreadsheet to facilitate the analysis.  
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Data Analysis Procedures 
The quantitative data produced in this study were analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social 

Sciences 26 (SPSS). A chi-square analysis was computed to determine if there was a statistically significant 
difference between career aspirations of men and women students. A chi-square test was chosen due to two 
dichotomous items being cross-tabulated with another (i.e., "yes to senior leadership" versus "no to senior 
leadership" and these results were cross-tabulated with gender “men or women”). The analysis was 
undertaken following the guidance of Tabachnick et al. (2007). This generated a 2 x 2 matrix where the 
chi-square analysis was used to evaluate the observed or expected values in this matrix to determine if there 
was a statistical difference (Tabachnick et al., 2007). Computed values were compared to critical values at 
the 95% confidence interval level. Adjusted residuals were also calculated to confirm statistical 
significance. Finally, the phi coefficient association was calculated to determine the strength between the 
variables.  

Descriptive statistics were computed using the data produced by the quantitative instrument. The four 
factors (i.e., acceptance, denial, resilience, and resignation) served as the dependent variables in the study. 
Means and standard deviations were calculated for each of the variables. A MANOVA was computed to 
determine if a significant difference existed between gender, specifically the perceptions that men and 
women students had regarding the barriers women face to advance. The MANOVA was selected as a result 
of having multiple dependent variables (Tabachnick et al., 2007). Computed F ratios were compared to the 
critical F ratios at a 95% confidence interval level. Wilk's Lambda post hoc analyses were not computed to 
determine precise areas of disparity since there were only two independent groups and it was apparent 
which group was larger. When calculating the means for each student, for each factor of the CPS, missing 
data were filled in using SPSS’s function for missing data to provide the best estimation for these values.  

 
RESULTS 
 

One hundred eighteen surveys were collected for a 12% response rate. Ninety-three of the 118 surveys 
were completed in their entirety and therefore usable (n = 93) in the study. Of the 93 surveys, 41 students 
identified as women, and 52 students identified as men. Fifty-six percent of the women indicated that they 
aspired to senior leadership positions in sport, while 67% of the men indicated that they were looking to 
achieve senior leadership positions in sport. Twenty-nine students identified as being third-year students, 
54 students identified as being fourth-year students, and ten students identified as being fifth-year and above 
students. The students ranged in age from 20 years of age to 34 years of age. Eighty-four percent of the 
respondents were between the ages of 21 and 24 years of age.  

The researchers also computed the psychometric properties of the CPS instrument. Cronbach Alphas 
were computed for each of the four factors to determine the internal consistency values of the four scales. 
The results from this analysis are in harmony with the results that Smith et al. (2012) produced when the 
instrument was created. All but the resignation variable exceeded the threshold of 0.70 that Santos (1999) 
established as a threshold value. The internal consistency measures for the data collected in this study 
appear in Table 1.  
 

TABLE 1 
INTERNAL CONSISTENCY MEASURES OF THE CAREER PATHWAYS SURVEY 

INSTRUMENT 
 

Factor Cronbach Alpha 
Denial 0.84 
Acceptance 0.77 
Resilience 0.71 
Resignation 0.69 
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The computed chi-square statistic (χ2 (1) = 1.23, p = 0.27) indicated that no significant difference exists 
between the men and women students relative to their aspirations to secure senior leadership positions. 
Additionally, the association (phi coefficient) between the variables is 0.12 which confirmed no relationship 
between the gender and senior leadership variable. The results confirmed that both men and women sport 
management students aspire to these roles with equal career ambition.  

A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was also computed on the quantitative data produced 
by the CPS instrument. This statistical treatment was appropriate given the interval data produced by the 
instrument and the multivariate nature of the second research question. The computations were carried out 
using the SPSS program.  

The gender variable had two levels (men versus women) and was evaluated as the independent variable 
in this analysis across the four dependent factors produced by the CPS instrument (i.e., denial, acceptance, 
resilience, and resignation). Descriptive statistics were initially computed for the dependent variables and 
they are presented in Table 2. 

 
TABLE 2 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS FOR THE CAREERS PATHWAYS SURVEY MEASURES 
 

  
Men 
(n= 52) 

 
Women 
(n= 41) 
 

 
CPS Factor 

 
Mean 

 
Standard 
Deviation 

 
95% 
Confidence 
Interval 

 
Mean 

 
Standard 
Deviation 

 
95% 
Confidence 
Interval 
 

Denial 4.22 0.70 (3.97, 4.47) 5.16 1.02 (4.88, 5.44) 
Acceptance 4.90 0.90 (4.67, 5.13) 5.55 0.75 (5.29, 5.81) 
Resilience 2.37 0.56 (2.22, 2.52) 2.20 0.52 (2.04, 2.37) 
Resignation 3.97 0.74 (3.77, 4.16) 3.96 0.64 (3.75, 4.18) 

 
The results of the MANOVA uncovered a significant difference (at the 95% confidence interval) 

between the men and women students on the overall CPS measure. A Pillai's Trace measure of 
F(4,88)=8.287, p <0.001, η2 = 0.27 illustrated the difference.  

Univariate comparisons were computed to identify the precise source of the differences between the 
men and women respondents. The statistically significant multivariate effect indicates a “protected F’ and 
allows researchers to interpret the univariate effects without adjusting the per-comparison alpha. It was 
determined that gender differences did exist on the denial factor (F(1,91) = 25.09, p <0.001, η2

 = 0.22) with 
women (M =  5.16, SD = 1.02) feeling much stronger about its presence than men (M =  4.22, SD = 0.70). 
The men and women respondents also significantly differed on acceptance (F(1,91) = 13.71, p <0.001, η2

 

= 0.13) with women (M = 5.55, SD = 0.75) feeling more strongly that women do not accept the employment 
realities than men respondents (M= 4.9, SD= 0.90). No significant differences were found on the resilience, 
F(1,91) = 2.23, p = 0.139, η2

  = 0.02 or resignation, F(1,91) = 0.000, p = 0.988, η2
 = 0.000 factors.  

 
DISCUSSION 
 

The study was guided by two research questions. The results for the first research question determined 
that both men and women students studying sport management had similar aspirations for senior leadership 
roles in sport. Both groups desired senior leadership roles and were therefore committed to attaining them. 
However, as noted earlier in this manuscript and throughout the women in sport leadership literature base, 
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women are not reaching the senior leadership ranks in sport proportionate to the enrolment levels in 
undergraduate programs. Something happens along a career path that perpetuates an imbalance. For 
example, despite higher enrolment levels and roughly equal representation in our undergraduate sport 
management programs, as of 2018, women only held 2% of positions on boards in Canadian sport 
organizations (Facts and Stats, n.d.). Additionally, only 15% of the vice-president and president positions 
in Major League/Professional Sport in Canada were occupied by women. Researchers (e.g., Acosta & 
Carpenter, 2014; Burton, 2015; Burton & Leberman, 2017; Hancock et al., 2018; Kamphoff, 2010; Lovett 
& Lowry, 1994; Mazerolle et al., 2015; Shaw, 2006; Smith et al., 2012) have pointed to structural barriers 
like the glass ceiling, the glass cliff, the glass wall, and a host of other factors that continue to contribute to 
the low percentage of women in leadership positions in senior leadership in sport. Is the next generation of 
students cognizant of the glass ceiling, and if so, might they be the change agents who can address the 
inequity?  

The second research question was used to determine if men and women undergraduate students 
studying sport management have similar perceptions about the barriers that women may face in advancing 
to senior leadership roles in the industry, and if these perceptions differ across the four factors of the glass 
ceiling (i.e., denial, acceptance, resilience, and resignation). The researchers uncovered a significant 
difference between the men and women students on the overall CPS measure. The women students had 
stronger feelings about the existence of the glass ceiling and perceive women will face the glass ceiling in 
their career advancement. The men students did not believe that the glass ceiling existed. A closer look 
revealed that significant differences were nested on two factors, namely denial, and acceptance. Perhaps 
the men students denied the existence of a glass ceiling because they do not experience it in the same way 
as their women counterparts. The women students may have been more cognizant of the concept due to 
their first-hand experience with barriers to advancement in youth sport, leadership opportunities in 
educational, community settings, or experiences with siblings.  

The same might be said for the area of acceptance. If men students do not experience the glass ceiling, 
they may not feel the need to acknowledge the fact that women experience this barrier. Conversely, the 
women students may experience this in several campus, community, and familial settings, and are more 
accepting of the fact that the phenomenon exists. They are aware of the glass ceiling concept and accept 
the fact that it is an unfortunate reality for pursuing senior leadership roles in a male-dominated industry 
like sport.  

No statistical difference was uncovered between the men and women undergraduate students in the 
areas of resilience and resignation. This may be due to the experiences that both groups have had in their 
lives. Students drawn to sport management programs typically have a sports background that may have 
tested their abilities and developed their resilience. They have often experienced “failure” and learned how 
to improve to overcome barriers that are placed in front of them. The men students may have watched their 
women colleagues face this type of leadership in their undergraduate programs, and therefore, have every 
confidence that they will overcome any barrier placed in front of them based on this observation. The 
women students may feel the same way based on their experiences in the classroom and community. This 
aligns with current literature that states that women know that they will likely face barriers to senior 
leadership advancement as they advance in the sports industry, but they pursue it nonetheless (Burton & 
Leberman, 2017; Hancock et al., 2018; Jones & Palmer, 2011; Pfister & Radtke, 2006). Their confidence 
levels and experiences to date might suggest that at this point in their lives they believe that when they enter 
senior leadership positions they will persevere and overcome these barriers, and thus, attributing this 
perception to other women facing the barriers. Perhaps they feel that women will just work harder to get 
ahead (Burton, 2015; Burton & Leberman, 2017; Hancock et al., 2018; Jones & Palmer, 2011; Pfister & 
Radtke, 2006). The men students likely see this kind of behavior in their classes and other campus and 
community, and familial settings. It could be possible that the men students have other women role models 
with this kind of resilience in their lives (e.g., mothers, sisters, grandmothers, and friends) who remain 
persistent in the face of adversity and have overcome challenges in life. Therefore, they believe that their 
women classmates are resilient and will overcome any career-limiting obstacle(s).  
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The Hancock et al. (2018) research that was conducted in the United States produced similar and also 
conflicting results to the current study. The students in the current study seemed to have greater knowledge 
of the existence of the glass ceiling, specifically with the women students. This may be a function of time 
given the plethora of women and sport leadership research that has recently been published. Therefore, 
perhaps students of the current study are more aware of the realities of the glass ceiling in 2021 due to the 
more recent literature that has been published on the topic (Burton, 2019; Forsyth, et al, 2019; Hancock et 
al., 2018; Kane & LaVoi, 2018), which is likely being presented to students in classroom settings and 
assignments. In addition, the Hancock et al. (2018) research was conducted in the United States while the 
current study was set in Canada. It is also possible that the cultural and political differences are in play 
mainly due to the presence of Title IX. Perhaps, as a result of Title IX students in the Hancock et al. (2018) 
study perceive a glass ceiling to be no longer existent. However, they may not be aware of the effect that 
Title IX has had on sexual discrimination, budget allocation, decreased women in sport business, neglect 
on assessing gender equity for women – which are all barriers that perpetuate the glass ceiling (Staurowsky, 
2019). 

The increased attention given across the literature bases might be effectively working its way into the 
Canadian university curricula. This could be attributed to the exceptional advocacy work of organizations 
like Canadian Women & Sport and The Sport Information Resource Centre: SIRC (SIRC) that may be 
heightening awareness. Perhaps students in Canada are becoming even more aware as a result of these 
organizations' initiatives. Perhaps Canadian sport management professors are effectively integrating the 
materials of these organizations into their curricula, and in doing so, providing students with an 
understanding of the glass ceiling and its implications.  

The men and women students who participated in the Hancock et al. (2018) study believed that women 
may be content with not seeking high leadership positions. The findings of this study were different. Both 
men and women students indicated a strong desire to secure a senior leadership position in the field upon 
graduation. Students in the Hancock et al. (2018) study believed that the glass ceiling barriers no longer 
existed, and the difference in proportional representation might be related to the fact that women were not 
seeking high-level leadership positions. The results of the current study were different. Once again, the 
passage of time might be a factor. The recent work uncovered and disseminated by scholars like Burton 
(2019), Forsyth, et al (2019; Hancock et al. (2018), and Kane and LaVoi (2018) amongst others may be 
getting through to students. The increased attention that this area has received of late may have prompted 
professors to spend more time discussing the concepts of equity, equality, diversity, and inclusion with 
students.  

However, the results of both investigations suggest that there is still work to do in educating students 
who identify as men on the concept of the glass ceiling and the need to ensure more diverse and equitable 
workplaces. There is still a need to understand the prevalence of the glass ceiling in sport and we need to 
be open and committed to breaking the cycle and making positive change.  

 
IMPLICATIONS FOR SPORT MANAGEMENT AND SPORT LEADERSHIP 
 

The researchers of the current study focused on undergraduate students studying sport management. 
The results indicated that both men and women aspire to senior leadership roles in the industry. However, 
data suggest that women are vastly underrepresented in these ranks. Several researchers (Acosta & 
Carpenter, 2014; Burton et al., 2011; Forsyth et al., 2019; Kane & LaVoi, 2018; LaVoi & Dutove, 2012) 
have analyzed the reasons from the perspectives of professionals already in the industry. This research 
contributes to a much smaller research base (e.g., Forsyth et al., 2019; Hancock et al., 2018) and focused 
on the perceptions and aspirations of students as they were preparing for careers in the industry.  

Men and women sport management students both aspire to senior leadership positions upon graduation 
in equal proportions. These students need to know about the prevalence of the glass ceiling in the industry 
and graduate committed to making change. Diversity and equity are critically important. Vianden & Gregg 
(2017) have strongly encouraged academics to weave diversity awareness and benefits into the curricula in 
sport management undergraduate and graduate programs. The researchers of the current study believe that 
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the infusion of diversity starts with awareness, and professors can be helpful by presenting the research 
literature on the glass ceiling and the suggestions for breaking the cycle. As noted in this manuscript, it is 
not only right and fair, but it makes great business sense. Also noted in Gerzema and D’Antonio’s (2013) 
book entitled The Athena Doctrine: How Women (and Men Who Act Like Them) Will Rule the World, “ 
[…] feminine values are ascendant. Powered by cooperation, communication, nurturing, and inclusiveness, 
among others, institutions, businesses, and individuals are breaking away from old masculine structures 
and mindsets to become more flexible, collaborative, and caring" (p. 255).  The world is changing and the 
preferred style of leadership is more aligned with the traditional values and behavior patterns of women. 
Women sport management students should be inspired and empowered by that reality, and they will be if 
they know about this line of research. 

The results brought light to the fact that men students are supportive of their women counterparts 
reaching the top senior leadership levels in the industry, however, they are less aware of the barriers that 
women will likely face on this journey. These students will require more empirical information on the 
prevalence of the glass ceiling and a greater understanding of how to help women overcome these barriers. 
Men can be important allies for change in the sports industry. This won't be done without inspiring 
responsibility that men, and especially white men, have in naming the privilege that they hold (Vianden & 
Gregg, 2017). Higher education may be able to change this during these formative years. Professors and 
mentors may also be able to influence future leaders to uphold and celebrate the presence and benefits of 
equality, equity, diversity, and inclusion in the workplace. This is illustrated in the findings of Sauder et al. 
(2018) when they described the influence higher education has in supporting women students and 
encouraging inclusiveness in their classrooms. In addition to being fair and just, these principles make sense 
from the perspective of heightening organizational effectiveness (Desvaux et al., 2007; Torchia et al., 2018).  

To make the change, Sperandio and Kagoda (2008) suggested that an emphasis needs to be placed on 
social justice for equality. The researchers of this study believe that change should also be motivated by 
performance aspirations. However, to create a change in the gender inequality that is evident in the sports 
industry, support needs to be provided from and for all parties involved. Students are not the only group 
that needs to be challenged to think outside of their comfort zones when learning about these barriers. Their 
professors also need to be inspired to produce necessary change. This can be accomplished by ensuring that 
their students are exposed to diverse and inclusive images and case studies and that these future leaders 
understand the legalities and benefits of a diverse and inclusive workforce. Bring women who are in senior 
sports leadership positions into the classroom as guest speakers so they can inspire students and serve as 
role models. Have these women share their experiences and the conditions that facilitated success for them. 
It would also be powerful to bring in presenters who identify as men and have a demonstrated record of 
promoting women to leadership roles in the sports industry. Have these senior leaders discuss their 
commitment to equity and the corresponding success their organization has realized as a result. Educators 
can ensure that men and women students understand the issues so they become advocates for change. 
Additionally, implement case studies that highlight the issue and the positive benefits accrued by being 
more diverse, inclusive, and equitable. Students need to understand the concept of the glass ceiling and how 
it plays out in the sports industry. Most of all, they need to know why it is important so they can aid in 
breaking the cycle. A lack of awareness of the barriers women face in the sports industry at the preparation 
level will undoubtedly lead to a lack of awareness that will continue to perpetuate inequality and inequity 
in the sports industry.  

The results of this study also have important implications for both women students and women in the 
industry. While the results indicated that women have the requisite resilience to barriers, something does 
change along a woman’s career path. Women frequently leave sports organizations at mid-career levels and 
therefore, are not available or eligible for more senior-level roles in the sports industry. White (2004) 
labeled this phenomenon as the "leaky pipeline". Scholars who have studied this, (e.g., Aman et al., 2018; 
Helfat et al., 2006; Pell, 1996; Ragins et al., 1998; White, 2004) suggest that women often leave 
organizations at a mid-career stage (e.g., due to personal priorities, and lack of social support). As a result, 
the pipeline that delivers qualified candidates for senior leadership roles, especially in sport is often devoid 
of women (Hancock & Hums, 2016). Human resource policies must become more flexible and supportive 
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to women. A more inclusive, encouraging workplace culture is also imperative to alter this unfortunate 
trend in sport organizations.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 

The results of this research confirm that men and women undergraduate students in Canadian 
universities studying sport management have similar aspirations for senior leadership roles in the field upon 
graduation. However, they have different perceptions about the barriers that women face as they attempt to 
advance into these senior leadership roles. The researchers believe that the academy could do more to better 
prepare students to understand the issues, and in the future, be more inclusive leaders. 

The results of this study, coupled with the results of other studies in this area can help students better 
understand what might lie ahead of them, and allow them to adopt strategies to effectively navigate their 
way to the senior leadership levels in the industry. The results could also inform the teaching and mentorship 
strategies of professors who are committed to helping their students realize their career ambitions. 
Professors in sport management can better prepare their students to advance in their careers in sport 
leadership by increasing their awareness of the barriers that impede advancement, and especially how they 
impact the advancement of women. Finally, the results may help current and future leaders in the industry 
ensure that their human resource policies and workplace cultures support and facilitate the principles of 
equality, equity, diversity, and inclusion.   
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