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Abstract

Leadership is the process of influencing an organized group toward accomplishing
common set goals, and it can also be defined as the ability of an individual to establish direction
for a working group of individuals who gain commitment from this group of members to this
direction and who then motivate these members to achieve the direction’s outcomes.
Leadership, however, requires neither gender qualifications nor someone with communal or
agentic characteristics but one with instinct potential to fulfil responsibilities. The purpose of the
current study was to investigate how women leaders perceive the underrepresentation of
women in top sport leadership positions in Malaysia. Guided by an interpretative
phenomenological analysis approach, data were collected through in-depth, face to face semi
structured interviews, observations and document analysis involving seven women leaders in
national sport organizations. The findings showed that women were underrepresented in top
leadership positions and the subjects revealed perceived barriers which they believe impede
women’s ascend in top leadership positions. These barriers include personal limitations which
include self-limiting behaviors and work-life conflict among women; sociocultural factors
consisting of traditional practices and society’s perceptions; and organizational factors consisting
of all-men’s network, gender discrimination and conflict among women. It was concluded that
the underrepresentation of women sport leaders is a vicious cycle where there is a chain of
events in which the response to one difficulty creates a new problem that intensify and aggravate
the original situation.
Keywords: Gender, Leadership, Sports, Malaysia

Introduction
Leadership is the process of influencing an organized group toward accomplishing
common set goals (Aristotelis, Kaloyan, & Evangelos, 2013; Roach & Behling, 1984; Saybani,Yusof,
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Soon, Hassan, & Zardoshtian, 2015; Silva, 2016). It is also defined as the ability of an individual to
establish direction for a working group of individuals who gain commitment from this group of
members to this direction and who then motivate these members to achieve the direction’s
outcomes (Conger, 1992). Leadership, however, requires neither gender qualifications nor
someone with communal or agentic characteristics but one with instinct potential to fulfil
responsibilities (Saybani, Yusof, Soon, & Hassan, 2015). However, the literature suggests
leadership has been predominantly a male prerogative, such as, in the corporate, political,
military, and other sectors of society (Eagly & Karau, 2002), and this does not exclude the realm
of sport. Women are less likely than men to be associated with leadership (Latu, Mast, Lammers,
& Bombari, 2013), and women face a disproportionate number of life challenges that reduces
their ability to achieve their full potential. Although women have gained increased access to
supervisory and middle management positions, they remain quite rare as elite leaders and top
executives (Eagly & Karau, 2002).

Although there is an increased opportunities for girls and women to participate in sport,
they remain underrepresented within all areas of leadership at all levels of sport (Burton, 2015;
M’mbaha & Chepyator-Thomson, 2018). In many studies (see Lovett & Lowry, 1994; Sagas,
Cunningham & Teed, 2006, etc.), despite formal guarantees of equality, the overall rate of
progress for women particularly those from the poorest and marginalized regions of the world
have been slow. Many barriers and challenges to equitable employment opportunities remain,
including stereotypical attitudes towards women and sport. The study of Sartore and
Cunningham (2007) proposes that gender-role meanings and stereotypes associated with social
and sport ideology may limit the capacity of women within the sport context. In addition, given
sport as traditionally a male domain, the involvement of women in sport challenges a multitude
of gender stereotypes. Specifically, the globalization of women’s movement of equity which
started in developed and western countries have reached many parts of the world, including the
South East Asia of which Malaysia is no exception. Megat Daud, Radzi, Abdullah, and Johari (2013)
exemplified that women in top-level positions in sport is still lacking in numbers in contrast to
the population and lower than their male counterparts.

Previous research mostly focused only to identify the barriers and challenges of women
in sport leadership, rather than investigating the impact of those barriers to the
underrepresentation of women. Meanwhile others evaluate the effectiveness of leadership roles
when it is enacted by different gender. The descriptive and quantitative nature of the previous
studies help the current study, but somehow, failed to uncover some issue in-depth, thus fall
short to provide deeper explanation on how the issue of underrepresentation of women in
leadership positions in sport organizations affected the group under study. To this extent, the
current study attempted to further the extant literature. By employing qualitative research
methods that investigated the phenomenon in-depth, the current study goes beyond statistics
and demographic description, rather focused more in providing rich descriptions and analyses of
this phenomenon. Applying three related theoretical perspectives of role congruity, homologous
reproduction and pipeline problem in a less sited research setting in the context of women in
sport leadership, this qualitative study attempted to uncover the social, personal, and
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organizational processes involved that impacted the underrepresentation of women in
leadership positions of sport organizations.

Research on sport leadership experiences of Malaysian women in sport organizations
receives very little attention among sport management researchers. In the Malaysian context of
sport, women in leadership position continue to juggle their personality and manage many things
in order to be relevant and carry out a great effort not to be discriminated. Although, Malaysian
women have enjoyed opportunities to participate in the workforce in the country relatively
increasing from 43.05% in 2008 to 50.79% in 2017 and there have been women’s policy that
emphasized on women’s equity of 30% in managerial and leadership position in public sector yet,
women'’s representation in sport associations are still low than their male counterparts (Megat
Daud, Radzi, Abdullah, & Johari, 2013). Given the dearth of research of women in sport leadership
in Malaysia this study explored the lived experiences of women leaders who have striven the top
leadership positions in national sport organizations. By giving voices to women top leaders with
their experiences of the phenomenon provided in-depth understanding, helped explain and
define the underrepresentation of women in sport leadership in sport organizations.

There have been theories that explained the underrepresentation of women in
leadership. The role congruity theory initiated by Eagly and Diekman (2005) which hypothesized
that women’s underrepresentation in leadership is due to the incongruence of gender and
leadership roles that contributed to prejudices towards women’s aspiration for leadership
positions. Moreover, homologous reproduction (Lovett & Lowry, 1994; Sagas, Cunningham &
Teed, 2006), is an organizational barrier believed that dominant group (i.e., men in the study of
Kanter, 1977) are likely to hire subordinates of the same gender. Pipeline problem (Massengale,
2009; Monroe & Chiu, 2010) are social and personal limitations which are believed to impede
women’s representation in leadership. Pipeline problem is a notion that due to the sparse
representation of women in the lower level of administrative roles (Turkel, 2004), thus for a
career move into administration and hiring of women in top leadership is even more difficult.

Methods

This study employed a qualitative phenomenological research design. The data collection
was carried out using face-to-face semi-structured interviews, observations and document
analysis. Seven participants who are women top leaders, were chosen based on the criterion of
being a member of the Executive Board, General Secretary, Head of the Department, President,
Deputy President, and Vice President of sport organizations in Malaysia, with at least two years’
experience in that position.

A total of 21 face-to-face interviews were conducted, that is, three interviews for each
participant which lasted an average of 41 minutes each participant. Alongside interviews,
observations were conducted twice each participant on meetings and events where they are
involved where field notes were done. Field notes were also done during interviews that served
the researchers personal observation on the things the digital recorder could not see, like the
emphases placed by the participants on certain issues and words, their facial expressions and the
emotion they displayed.
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The current study employed constant comparative analysis in order to have a close
connection and better grasp with the data. It is a data-analytic process whereby each
interpretation and findings is compared with the existing findings as it emerges from the data
analysis and it is carried out throughout the analysis until properties of all categories and its
relationship between other categories are clear (Parry, 2011). Analysis began by organizing data
from documents, observations field notes and interview transcripts. Constant revisiting on the
field notes and transcripts allowed the researcher to immerse herself in the data and obtain the
sense of it. Analysis continued through initial coding process (Charmaz’s, 2006). Developing
themes to the data was the next step; codes identified are then group together to form broader
and overarching themes. It is important to note that all the participants in the study consented
verbally and in writing of their participation in the study. It is also important to note that because
they hold important positions in their respective institutions, and due to some sensitive issues
with the nature and direction of the study, the utmost care was attended to make sure that the
confidentiality of the study is ensured. All the participants’ names and their respective
institutions were given pesudonyms, and also the data sets were kept at a safe place at the
researchers’ institution, to which the access to these data sets are only accessible to the
researchers.

Results

The main theme that emerged from the data was perceived barriers, which was further
coded to three sub-themes: (1) personal limitations, (2) sociocultural factors, and (3)
organizational factors. The first sub-theme was the barrier pertaining to “personal limitations”
whereby these limitations specifically described self-limiting behaviors and work-life conflict as
barriers. The second sub-theme was “sociocultural factors” consisting of traditional and cultural
practices, and society’s perception. Traditional and cultural practices were also found to
influence women leaders’ underrepresentation which is evident for a country (like Malaysia)
characterized by a collectivist society (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005). Society’s perception is
another contributing factor to the issue whereby even in a contemporary society like Malaysia is
still not accepting women when leadership is concern. The third sub-theme, “organizational
factors” is largely talked among the participants. These factors in the organization include all-
men’s network, gender discrimination and conflict among women.

The word barrier is generally defined as that which prevents or controls advancement,
access or progress (Oxford Dictionary, 2000). It is an events or conditions either within the person
or in his or her environment that make career progression difficult (Swanson & Woitke, 1997).
Sport organizations an area with diverse ideologies and sociocultural attributes, certain barriers
were evident which consequently affect women’s leadership advancement. The participants in
this study emphasized barriers not only from the environment where women tried to get access,
rather also pointed barriers pertaining to personal matters. The participants in this study refer to
women in general rather than the barriers they dealt with as individual. Nevertheless, there were
barriers women need to address in order to navigate in the situation which they perceived as
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contributing factors to the persistent low representation of women in top leadership positions
of sport organizations.

The participants in this study identified three barriers they perceived to limit women
leaders’ upward mobility in top leadership positions, namely: 1) personal limitations, 2)
sociocultural factors, and, 3) organizational factors. The first barrier the participants mostly
talked about is “personal limitations” where they identified self-limiting behavior and work-life
conflict inhibited women to deliver their full potentials. The second barrier the participants
perceived was related to sociocultural factors such that “traditional and cultural practices” of the
country afforded power and status to men in the society; and “society’s perception” whereby the
society perceived particular roles for particular gender, and women being the recipient of
communal characteristics, thus perceived incapable of handling agentic characteristics attributed
to a leader. The third barrier the participants pointed out was the “organizational factors” which
consists of situations or condition in the organizations such as all-men’s network, gender
discrimination, and conflict among women.

Personal Limitations Factors

The participants cited self-limiting behavior of women was one of the reasons why they
are less likely seen and hardly ascending in the leadership pipeline. The participants perceived
women fail to offer themselves in the position and not bold enough to promote themselves even
if they are qualified. According to Interviewee 1 “it’s not just few women being selected but few
women offer themselves for selection...like | said a lot of women don’t step up and take up the
challenge” and “women themselves are afraid to come out, they don’t want to be in front”,
Interviewee 2 added. Interviewee 3 considered self-limiting behavior as major barrier why
women are still few in the top leadership positions: “I think it’s a major barrier because they
[women] wouldn’t say... | offer myself to be a leader. They [women] would think twice or three
times before actually accepting or going for the role...so, | think it takes time because a lot of
women don’t see themselves as a leader and women don’t see themselves as being able to make
decision or being able to have a voice within an organization.”

Lack of self-confidence is another limiting behavior the participants perceived that hinder
women in the top leadership position. Interviewee 4 believed that there are many women who
can be top leaders but are less confident to come-out and not willing to take risk: “There are
many women can be inspired to be top leaders. But again it is a quality and a lot is up to the
person herself whether she wanted to come out or not...and some people [women] are just too
shy to speak up, less self-esteem. They are not brave enough to conquer this wall. The wall is too
huge, too big for them to conquer.”

The participants referred difficulties concerning work-life among women as reason for
not achieving top leadership positions. Women'’s perceived gender roles as mother, wife and
homemaker are life demanding and work conflicting roles, thus, is one of the reasons why few
women ascend to top leadership positions of sport organizations. The participants believed that
because of family responsibilities women declined to hold position especially if she is married
and has children. Interviewee 5 recalled one specific situation: “Why lack of women in sport
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organization is example, last time when we call them for meeting 3pm, they don’t come...hey...It"s
so difficult, | have to take care of my daughter. So, all the guys cannot wait for them. So, that’s
how it started. The commitment from the women itself is not there, compared to men. Because
naturally in life, men are like that, they are free; we [women] have to take care of the house, of

the children. So, when we call them, every time, “I’'m so busy”, “I have to fetch my daughter from
school” they don’t put the focus on that.”

Sociocultural Factors

Society, culture and tradition played a significant impression as to how women should
behave in the community. As the societies preconceive notion of women being the weaker sex
(Couturier & Chepko, 2001), their social gender role were also perceived as not aligned to any
sport pursuit, particularly at the management level because sport is historically noted as men’s
world. Additionally, in most culture and as tradition, women’s gender role is expected to be
opposite from men. Thereby, women are expected to perform communal tasks such as
homemakers, they are expected to be nurturing and compassionate, whereas, men lead the
family, independent, aggressive and competent. The social roles perceived for women were more
attuned for subordinating roles. While men’s perceived roles were likely accustomed to lead and
dominate. Such perception for two different gender roles segregated men and women to
perform different social roles which inhibit women to seek for positions traditionally occupied by
men. While men were traditionally seen as the leader and sport is historically noted as a men’s
world, thus women’s characteristics do not qualify in such domain.

In Malaysia’s traditional social arrangement, the position of power and authority has
inherently placed males as the heads or leaders (Saadin, Ramli, Johari, & Harin 2016). The
participants of this study perceived that one of the reasons why women are less represented in
top leadership positions were because of such practices where women find it difficult to change.
According to Interviewee 2 “...it’s the culture that is difficult to change. To build that relationship
with that culture you have to have a man with a man because the way the culture is that the man
will not see a woman as a leader ever.” Additionally, she further pointed out that it is not a
custom for women to be leaders because culture assigned them as secondary to men: “I think
it’s Malaysia itself. Because | would say in our culture and in our environment at the moment it’s
still not acceptable for a woman to be a leader. The tradition still stands. It is still not considered
a norm for a woman to be a leader...if you are brought up to consider women as a secondary role
and men has been taught since young that men are leaders and leader of the family, thus
therefore leader of everything else and women are supporting, is a supporting role to that leader,
to the leadership role of a father, or a brother of the household. Thus, | would say that it happens
a lot in Malaysia because that is how the education and the way they have been brought up and
it’s the culture.”

Another emerging perceived barrier from the data was society’s (negative) perceptions
towards women leaders. The participants believed that because of the society’s preconceived
negative views towards women as being unfit for leadership position, women were then
restrained to pursue top leadership positions. The consequence of society’s perception placed
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women marginalized in the organization. Interviewee 6 cited the example that time when she
was considered for a position where society doubted a woman for the job: “Sometimes people
have this perception, | myself had this...it’s like, when | first offered a position, | didn’t think they
were serious, because before me they had five men, | was number six, the first woman...but it’s
just people’s perception... will the lady take the job? They have this self-doubt, they say that can
we do it that we are women.”

Organizational Factors

Sport as an organization is a complicated institution. Not only because it is predominantly
dominated by men, but it is also an avenue where diverse perspectives, interests, and individual
characteristics played together. The participants in the study perceived that as women navigated
to advance leadership path there are several organizational factors women perceived as barriers.
The participants believed that the dominance of men in the organization is an obvious
manifestation that hinders women’s access because men have been creating a network and
positively promoting each other. The participants believed that men were already in the
organization since then and they have established network among themselves. This network
allowed men to facilitate easy access within organization, accessing more opportunities and
privileges, and more promotion for men’s favor. Thus, the consequence of all men’s network
made it harder for women to penetrate access and establish connection within the system.

Interviewee 5 considered men’s network a barrier difficult to fight against in the
organization and considered sport as a men’s world: “...because women seem to be in difficult
[situation] to fight against all the men, it’s totally men’s world. There is always a feeling to protect.
There is always a feeling of we are the weak ones, we should not be doing that, culturally, even
religiously. Because people do not think sports as a general thing, when they see sports, they see
gender, when they see sport, they see a different way of moving things...It's a men’s world. The
men will carry all the men only but never will bring out the women.”

In sport and leadership, gender discrimination seems to be always an issue. Literatures
may have told us that sport and leadership are favorably seen when it is acted by men, while
women having communal characteristics were not positively favored for such endeavor. This
perspective brought unfair and bias treatment among women being the recipient of the “weaker
sex” notion. Because of such prejudice women were discriminated in terms of opportunities,
access, privileges and support. Interviewee 7 shared her story how she was treated unfairly in
the organization where she is serving with: “At my experience with the current organization, |
have some problem earlier. | was also one of the leaders in the women and sports in the X
Federation where the guys don’t allow, they don’t like people like us who are very firm, who
know about sports, who can handle situation, who can deliver. There are some guys [who are] a
bit of kind of unsure [of themselves], so they have to talk about us to their counterparts
negatively, because they have got groups basically.”

With organizational groupings it created sport politics influencing individual to
monopolize the system. Interviewee 5 hesitated to stand for election for her sport organization
because of such practices and the belief that men are not still accepting women as far as
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leadership is concerned: “But sometimes, the politics are involved. And | think to myself, is it
worthwhile getting involved in those kinds of politics? You know, | mean I’'m at this age where |
want to have stress-free life. Looking at the situation, I’'m being selfish but | just don’t want to be
embroiled. It’s like, the X Council now they ask me for help in the education committee, | said,
“Okay fine, I'll help you.” Women’s committee if they want my help, “Fine I'll help you.” But you
know, to go and stand for election and sit in the board meeting and then...in certain ways, yes, |
mean some of the men are still not very accepting women — leaders are concern.”

Surprising it may seem but among the barriers the participants perceived that inhibit
women’s access in the organization is women themselves. The participants acknowledged that it
was also a barrier when women have conflict with other women in the organization. The conflict
which the participants referred to do not only consists of organizational conflict but in some cases
it became personal. The participants considered that there is also politics among women in the
organization. Interviewee 7 affirmed to what she learned from another sport leader who said
“woman will kill other woman.” She cited an example of how she has been doubted for playing
politics: “I've got this experience you have to put this. I’'m in-charge of woman and sport; | have
to develop a lot of women. Basically, | have to help also the ex-athletes who are keen but they
cannot come into the room. How I’'m gonna pull them into the room, when you [other woman]
don’t like them? You’re [other woman] pushing them out. When | bring them in, then you say I'm
playing politics, you see? This perception of woman sometimes also we have to consider. | agree
with one of the sport leader was telling me “woman will kill the other woman.” And this is going
on in our country.” Interviewee 7 also believed that women themselves are their own obstacles
and when there are more women in the organization, there were also more gossiping.

Discussion

All of the seven women top leaders interviewed perceived several barriers impeding
women’s representation in the sport organizations of Malaysia. One of which was barrier
pertaining to personal limitations, such as those impediments attributed to women’s
shortcomings. Self-limiting behaviors of women was one of the barriers identified by the
participants to cause low representation of women in the higher positions. Wherein, women do
not offer themselves for positions despite of their qualifications and they fail to promote
themselves for fear of failure and rejection. These findings support the work of Coleman (2001)
which revealed that women would only seek for positions upon confirming that they had all the
required qualifications, unlike men who would confidently seek for positions even if they were
less qualified. As what one of the interviewee emphasized that even if women were already
performing the leaders’ roles they still remain uncertain of their capabilities. Consistent to the
work of Hancock and Hums (2016), self-limiting behaviors of women include perceiving
themselves as not professionally qualified for high level management which keep them self
believe as incompetent. Hancock and Hums (2016) in their work also found out that women do
not seek for Athletic Director (AD) positions and only accustomed to work “behind the scene” or
as the “number two.”
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These researchers concluded that women’s choice to seek positions other than those at
the executive level continue the notion that women are not “ready” to be an AD even if they
possess viable skill set of a leader. With the rarity of women’s self-promotion behaviors, men use
these self-promoting behaviors to access leadership positions (Sperandio & Kagoda, 2010). With
these characteristics of women, they remain under achievers in leadership positions. Unlike men,
who were found in the study of Sperandio and Kagoda (2010) on one hand to have a well-planned
career that target leadership positions, women on the other hand lacked career plan and had no
intentions or confidence to seek for leadership positions. These behaviors among women
enhance social perception that women are incapable of holding leadership positions because
they do not possess perceived leadership qualities as typically seen among men. It also
strengthens the belief within sport society that women are more suiting for communal
obligations rather than in a pressing condition and high stakes environment, such as in sport
management.

The findings of the study also added to the literature on women leaders seeking for higher
leadership positions perpetuating the notion of traditional gender roles where child-rearing and
other domestic responsibilities are considered to belong to women. Such perception has negative
implications on the progress of women into leadership, and resulted in a low representation of
women in leadership positions. It is apparent that amidst the changing trends of increased entry
of women into formal employment, the traditional gender roles are still upheld. Branson (2007)
pointed out, “one thing has stayed the same: it is still women who adjust their lives to
accommodate the needs of children, who do what is necessary to make a home, who forego
status, income, advancement and independence.” Additionally, the finding of the study is
consistent to the study conducted by Ismail and Ibrahim (2008) among executive-rank Malaysian
women outside sport field. The researchers found out that women’s involvement in the family
reduces their career commitment with majority of the women respondents agreed that they had
less time for career progression due to their family duties. Similar finding was also found in the
study of Subramaniam and Arumugam (2013) among Malaysian women managers which suggest
that women managers lose out their careers because they prioritize to accommodate their family
responsibilities. Additionally, the findings of this study also supports the more recent study
conducted by Saadin, et al. (2016) among state secretariats in Perak, Malaysia which also found
that work-life responsibilities affect career advancement of female workers in public sector.

Aside from personal limitations and sociocultural perceived barriers women are facing in
seeking for top leadership positions of sport organizations, the participants also perceived
organizational factors as other impediments women are facing. Organizational-related perceived
barriers found in this study include all-men’s network, gender discrimination and conflict among
women. Leadership can be empowering, enabling, and influence policies and decision making
process. However, for women leaders, the male-dominated political environments under which
they operate denied them a chance to effectively participate in governance. Some of the
struggles that women deal with are deeply embedded in the organizational structures, positions
of leadership, and in policies that are hard to change (Hargreaves, 2007).
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The established fraternity known as all-men’s network in the sport organizations is also
perceived to be a barrier for women seeking top leadership position in sport organizations. In
addition to the previous research of Whisenant et al. (2002) and Pedersen and Whisenant (2005),
suggesting that sport leadership remains a male domain and hegemonic in nature, the
participants interviewed in this study also expressed the perception that sport organizations in
Malaysia is predominantly led by men, consequently creating an all-men’s network. The
consequence of all-men’s network leads to the high possibility for men leaders who are in top
positions to promote or favor other men in the selection process. With the paucity of women in
the top position and the weakness of “all-women’s network” counterpart is evident that women
seeking for higher leadership position do not get favored or less likely selected in the selection
process. According to Whisenant et al. (2002) men already controlled the world of sport since
the history including leadership, and they have to keep hold of it and do not have intention to
change that situation. One manifestation of all-men’s network in Malaysia’s sport organization is
the emphasis voiced out by the subjects in this study that despite women top leaders’ desire to
select other women in the top position, but because majority of the voting pool were men —that
defeated the purpose and most of the time men leave the voting portion for female empty. All-
men’s network is an evident of homologous reproduction (Kanter, 1977) where men
systematically guard their power in order to continually gain opportunity and reproduce in
number even more. The findings of this study supported to this belief with the existence of all-
men’s network in the organization. Consequential to this, women were restrained to seek for
higher position with the conviction that they would not get the support from men and eventually
become complaisant of the organizational norm.

Conclusion

The underrepresentation of women sport leaders is a vicious cycle where there is a chain
of events in which the response to one difficulty creates a new problem that intensify and
aggravate the original situation. Specifically, the difficulty of women’s representation in sport
arena emanate from one issue that leads to another more serious issues. For example, the
sociocultural perceptions of the incongruity of gender and leadership roles granted the
opportunity for the dominant group to possess power in the position which enable them to have
the capacity to take control all opportunities and privileges inaccessible for the minority group
(i.e. women), thus inhibit the latter and convince them to start behaving in ways that results in
them not being selected for those roles, self-believing that they do not have the capacity to hold
leadership roles, and so on.

The biggest challenge for sport organizations in Malaysia is to bring diversity in every area
of the organization. Wherein, women, like men, will have the same voice as part of the sport
society. It is not only because women need equity for this aspect, but because they are part of
the human capital that help contribute in making the sport society and sport organization more
effective and meaningful. On the other hand, the challenge for women in sport leadership is to
empower every woman where they do not only increase in representation but in letting their
voices heard with credibility and integrity.
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