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Envisioning Institutional Change for Gender Equality—
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Leadership Positions in Sport

Marjukka Mikkonen 
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ABSTRACT
This article examines how institutional work can reshape institu-
tionalized gender inequality in leadership positions in Finnish sport 
from women leaders’ perspectives. It utilizes data from 22 
semi-structured interviews with women in leadership roles within 
Finnish sport organizations, analyzed using reflexive thematic anal-
ysis. The findings reveal five main themes: microlevel actions and 
agency, macrolevel actions and agency, reshaping perceptions of 
gender and leadership through reflection, intentional and uninten-
tional maintenance work, and collective multilevel actions and 
agents. The study emphasizes that addressing societal challenges 
like gender inequality requires efforts beyond the level of an insti-
tutional field. For practitioners, it provides insights and examples 
for fostering gender equality in sport leadership, highlighting the 
importance of multi-level actions. This research contributes to the 
literature by applying the concept of institutional work in sport 
management literature and advancing our understanding of how 
to enhance gender equality in leadership positions in sport.

1.  Introduction

Institutionalized gender inequality can manifest in a number of ways, such as gender 
bias (e.g. stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination) and regulations, norms, and 
practices that reflect, produce, and reproduce inequality (Burton & Leberman, 2017; 
Evans & Pfister, 2021; Koca et  al., 2011). Scholars have argued that gender inequality 
has become institutionalized in sport and sport leadership positions (Cunningham, 
2019; Hanlon & Taylor, 2024; Picariello et  al., 2023; Walker et  al., 2017; Walker & 
Bopp, 2010). Inequality can affect both access to as well as treatment in leadership 
positions contradicting with the values of modern societies. Equality is a core prin-
ciple of Nordic welfare states (Skille, 2014; Stierncreutz & Tienari, 2023). Furthermore, 
from a democratic perspective, given that women make up half of the population, 
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their adequate representation in decision-making and leadership roles is essential. 
However, despite these ethical and democratic incentives, gender inequality persists 
in leadership positions in sport (Elling et  al., 2019; Leberman & Burton, 2017), 
including in the Nordic countries (see e.g. Hedenborg & Norberg, 2019; Lehtonen 
et  al., 2022; Mikkonen, 2023b), which are often considered the leading countries in 
gender equality.

A rich literature has explored issues related to institutionalized gender inequality 
in sport leadership positions, such as the institutionalized overrepresentation of male 
leadership in sport, especially in the U.S (Walker et  al., 2017); institutionalized 
barriers to female athletic directors in college athletics (Taylor & Wells, 2017) and 
attitudes toward women managers and women’s work roles (Koca et  al., 2011). 
Furthermore, the current body of knowledge largely focuses on the reasons for the 
scarcity of women leaders, such as institutional barriers that limit women’s possi-
bilities in sport leadership positions (see e.g. Bower et  al., 2015; Mikkonen, 2023b; 
Schull et  al., 2013; Walker & Bopp, 2010). Less attention has been paid on how to 
tackle institutionalized gender inequality and foster gender equality in leadership 
positions in sport (Evans & Pfister, 2021). Exceptions include, Cunningham (2009), 
who used Oliver’s (1992) deinstitutionalization theory to explore a diversity-related 
change process in a U.S university’s athletic department, and Li et  al. (2020), who 
showed that institutional creation work in women’s hockey was a strategy for dis-
rupting societal norms in China.

To strengthen the body of knowledge on how to address institutionalized gender 
inequality in leadership positions in sport, this study considers the following research 
question: How do women leaders in Finnish sport envision institutional work to 
challenge and reshape gender inequality in leadership positions? The focus of this 
study is on the how and the who aspects of institutional work (Hampel et  al., 2017), 
and the institution studied is the gendered leadership positions in sport. Leadership 
positions in sport refer to both elected and selected positions, such as CEOs, man-
agers, board members, and chairpersons. In the current body of knowledge, the 
concept of leadership positions is ambiguous and may encompass both selected 
leadership positions (such as CEOs, managers, and department heads; Burton, 2015; 
Piggott & Pike, 2020; Spaaij et  al., 2020) and elected or appointed positions (such 
as board members and chairs; Adriaanse & Claringbould, 2016; various chapters in 
Elling et  al., 2019; Hovden, 2000). Therefore, it is essential to define what leadership 
positions refer to in different studies. Finnish sport is an interesting, paradoxical 
context for this study because the ethos of equality is embedded in the ideology of 
the Finnish welfare state model. However, in sport, women in leadership positions 
remain underrepresented, with only modest gains over the past 10 years (for detailed 
information and statistics, see pp. 9–10; Lehtonen et  al., 2022).

2.  Conceptual Framework

2.1.  Shaping Institutions Through Institutional Work

Although the concept of institutions has gained popularity over the past few decades, 
its definition remains fragmented and lacks a clear consensus. The conceptualizations 
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have evolved from the early work of Selznick (1957), who defined institutions as 
‘organization[s] infused with value’ (p. 17). However, since the end of 1970s, the 
dominant perspective on institutions has evolved beyond the boundaries of organi-
zations (Nite & Edwards, 2021). Despite fragmented definitions, scholars of this 
neo-institutionalist perspective generally agree that institutions can be defined as 
systems of established and prevalent informal and formal social rules that structure 
social interactions (see Hodgson, 2006, 2015). Institutions are social structures that 
shape expectations about appropriate behavior by both enabling and constraining 
individual actions. As Greenwood et  al. (2008, pp. 4–5) describe, institutions are 
‘more-or-less taken-for-granted repetitive social behavior that is underpinned by 
normative systems and cognitive understandings that give meaning to social exchange 
and thus enable self-reproducing social order.’ These behaviors provide meaning to 
social interactions, facilitating the maintenance and reproduction of social order 
over time. While in this article, we follow the thought that behavior alone does not 
constitute an institution, it, however, is the observable expression through which 
institutions can be identified (Hodgson, 2006). Institutions are time-, place-, and 
context-bound, generally stable, and resistant to change. Nevertheless, they react to 
various social and institutional pressures, thus evolving over time. In sport literature, 
the use of institutional theory has followed the general trend shifting from the 
concept of isomorphism toward actor-centric approaches, such as institutional work 
or entrepreneurship (Nite & Edwards, 2021).

In this article, the focus is on actors’ agency in institutional change for gender 
equality. Therefore, the concept of institutional work is particularly suitable for this 
study, as it allows for the exploration of institutional change (or maintenance) 
through the practices of one or multiple actors. This approach acknowledges the 
actions of different actors beyond merely institutional entrepreneurs (see Hampel 
et  al., 2017) as institutional entrepreneurship is often criticized for overemphasizing 
the ‘heroic’ entrepreneurs credited with institutional change (see Battilana et  al., 
2009). In this study, the concept of institutional work is defined as ‘the practices 
of individual and collective actors aimed at creating, maintaining, and disrupting 
institutions’ (Lawrence et  al., 2011, p. 52). Agency, defined as the ‘capacity to be in 
or take action—for example, by doing (or refusing to do), saying and interpreting’ 
(Martin, 2006, p. 259), allows actors to reproduce the prevailing institutions by 
complying with the present norms, cultures, and ways of doing. Furthermore, insti-
tutional work allows to undertake unexpected actions, resisting and changing the 
present institutional arrangements. Such actions involve various everyday activities 
and different forms of agency for maintaining, disrupting, and/or changing the 
present institutional order (Lawrence et  al., 2011). Finally, institutional work can be 
either intentional or unconscious, and its effects can be conscious or unintentional 
(Martin, 2004; Zietsma & Lawrence, 2010). This holistic view of different actors on 
multiple levels is essential to understanding gender equality because institutional 
change aimed at fostering gender equality requires changes in multiple institutional 
practices across various institutions and organizations, beyond the efforts of a single 
heroic actor (Martin, 2004).

Institutional theory is often criticized for its limited awareness of power (Munir, 
2015). However, if power is ‘influence over a group or individual and provides the 
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ability to change another person’s behavior, actions, or attitude’ (Kane, 2019, p. 5), 
then power is indeed present in institutions, working through the taken-for-granted 
ideas, norms and values that construct patterns of dominance and (re)generate 
power. Furthermore, power relations are embedded in institutions and the positions 
occupied by different actors (Hardy & Maguire, 2017). In other words, power is not 
something that an actor may have; rather, it is something provided by the subject 
position occupied by an actor. Thus, institutional work is a power-imbued process 
that generates power for its actors.

Institutional work involves the concept of embedded agency, which considers the 
following paradox: ‘How can actors change institutions if their actions, intentions, 
and rationality are all conditioned by the very institution they wish to change?’ 
(Holm, 1995, p. 398). Actors who are profoundly embedded in organizations often 
cannot see beyond the status quo and thus cannot come up with new ideas, alter-
native ways of doing things, or motivations for changing (Hardy & Maguire, 2017). 
At the same time, actors with more distance from an institution, who are less 
privileged by present practices and have more to gain from changes, often lack the 
necessary power and resources to implement change, especially if change requires 
convincing or coercing other actors, including the dominant players in the field, to 
alter their practices (Hardy & Maguire, 2017). Therefore, institutional work can help 
us understand that actors, agency, and institutions are constantly shaping one another 
(Battilana & D’Aunno, 2009).

An important outcome of institutional work is ensuring the legitimacy of an 
institution, which means that members, clients, and other stakeholders see the 
institution and its institutional arrangements as desirable and proper (Nite & Edwards, 
2021; Suchman, 1995). Actors must build or maintain an institution’s legitimacy, 
boundaries, and relations to other fields to obtain essential resources (Hampel 
et  al., 2017).

Institutions, such as leadership positions in sport, are not independent of society. 
Thus, changes in the general environment (e.g. political changes, crises, and trends) 
impact institutions, just as institutions impact their environments. In the context of 
sports, the surrounding environment is particularly influential. Sports organizations 
depend heavily on public funding, and in the case of elite sports, on private funding 
as well (Mikkonen et  al., 2022). For instance, growing public debates about the 
funding of sports underscore the importance of maintaining legitimacy in the eyes 
of the general public to secure resources (see Hampel et  al., 2017). This dynamic 
could place increasing external pressures on sports organizations to prioritize, for 
instance, gender equality, if the demands of the general public and public sector 
increased.

Focusing on a single dimension of institutional work may lead to limited the-
oretical advancement (Dowling & Smith, 2016). Moreover, Nite and Edwards 
(2021) noted that studying institutional work is often ‘messy’ and does not fit 
with well-ordered categories. Therefore, the focus of this article is to explore 
women leaders’ perceptions of the key means of institutional work (the how) and 
the key actors (the who) that could reshape institutionalized gender inequality in 
leadership positions in sport in their wider contextual environment (Hampel 
et  al., 2017).
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2.2.  Gender, Power, and Leadership

In this article, gender equality is understood in accordance with Lorber (1994, p. 
294), whereby gender equality ‘does not mean sameness or even similarity; it means 
that different talents and contributions are equally valued and rewarded.’ Gender is 
a social structure (Risman, 2004). Therefore, it is dynamic and time-, place-, and 
context-bound. Gender is embedded not only in individuals but throughout all social 
life and its institutions (Lorber, 1994; Martin, 2004) and is constantly shaped and 
reshaped by identities, interactions, cultural symbols, and discourses (Risman, 2004).

Power relations are intertwined with gender, as women and femininities are given 
lower value and reward compared to men and masculinities (Acker, 1990). Previous 
studies in the global context have found that gender bias (e.g. stereotypes, prejudice, 
and discrimination) impacts the culture and formal structures of sport. Sport is 
often linked with masculinity, with women and femininities being defined as less 
competent, which negatively affects processes, such as the hiring and promotion of 
women (Hanlon & Taylor, 2024). Women may be given (intentionally or uncon-
sciously) gendered tasks outside the core of the organization (Mikkonen, 2023b). 
Furthermore, power relations impact women and women leaders in sport organiza-
tions, as power positions are unevenly distributed between men and women (Burton 
& Leberman, 2017; Lehtonen et  al., 2022). Power positions are often occupied by 
a few individuals belonging to traditional majority groups—namely, by ‘white, het-
erosexual, Protestant, and able-bodied men’ (Cunningham, 2019, p. 142) in sport 
organizations.

Traditionally, masculinity discourses overlap with those of management. For 
example, masculine traits and qualities are perceived as managerial competence (see 
e.g. Claringbould & Knoppers, 2007; Hovden, 2000). However, as argued by Billing 
and Alvesson (2000) and further evidenced by Mikkonen (2023b), in the context 
of Nordic football, the interconnectedness between (dominant) masculinity(s) and 
managerial capabilities should not be taken for granted, as qualities and traits often 
labelled as feminine seem to be cherished and wanted from a modern (sport) leader.

The masculine ideal of leader significantly influences the selection and election 
of individuals for leadership positions. In general populations, notable gender dif-
ferences are often observed, with women frequently described as more risk-averse 
(Croson & Gneezy, 2009), more empathic, and more oriented toward caring for 
others (Eagly et  al., 2004) than men. However, considerable evidence suggests that 
women who ascend to leadership roles constitute a distinct subset that does not 
represent the broader female population (Adams, 2016; Adams & Funk, 2012). In 
fact, women and men in leadership positions may share more similarities than 
differences with one another (Wille et  al., 2018; Authors, forthcoming). Alternatively, 
some studies suggest these leaders may diverge in their values and risk attitudes in 
unique ways. For instance, women in leadership often exhibit greater risk tolerance 
and are less security-oriented than the average woman or even men in similar 
positions (Adams, 2016; Adams & Funk, 2012). This pattern suggests that women 
who achieve top leadership positions must navigate and overcome gendered barriers, 
often embodying traits and behaviors uncommon in the general population to 
succeed.
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2.3.  Gender Equality and Finnish Organized Sport

In this section, acknowledging the significance of context in relation to institutional 
change, the field of Finnish organized sport1 in relation to gender equality is intro-
duced. Finland is a Nordic welfare state and regarded as one of the most gender-equal 
countries in the world. The Nordic welfare state model bases on a social democratic 
model pursuing equity for all at all sectors (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Skille, 2014). 
Social benefits may be provided to all citizens to ensure citizens’ safety and well-being 
(Esping-Andersen, 1990). From a policy perspective, the Act on Equality between 
Women and Men 1329/2014 obligates Finnish government committees, advisory 
boards, working groups, and other equivalent bodies to have at least 40% represen-
tation of both female and male members. This applies to public sport organizations 
but not to third sector organizations, such as sports clubs or National Governing 
Bodies of Sport (NGBs).

Finnish organized sport is based on the European sports model (‘the pyramid 
structure’), where grassroots sports clubs and organizations form the foundation of 
the sport system (Henry, 2009). The Finnish sport system follows ‘a mixed model,’ 
in which the state plays a strong role in sport policy, especially through funding 
(Mikkonen et  al., 2022). Finnish sport is increasingly subjected to institutional 
pressure from the government, particularly through funding steering. Since the 
1960s, gender equality has been a key priority on the government’s agenda, influ-
encing policy decisions in the sports sector. Promoting gender equality in sport 
remains a central goal of national sport policy. Since 2020 gender equality and 
non-discrimination have been part of the responsibility criteria used to determine 
government grant allocations (Lehtonen et  al., 2022). Additionally, the government 
requires sports clubs and organizations to submit gender equality plans as a condi-
tion for receiving grants.

Leadership positions in Finnish sport, as in many other countries, are predomi-
nantly occupied by individuals from traditional majority groups, such as white, 
middle-aged men (see e.g. Lehtonen et  al., 2022; Mikkonen et  al., 2021). Men hold 
67% of board member positions, 86% of chairperson roles, and 66% of leadership 
or managerial positions (e.g. CEOs) in sport organizations (Lehtonen et  al., 2022). 
However, gender distributions vary widely across different types of sport organiza-
tions. Women’s representation on boards is lowest in National Governing Bodies 
(NGBs), where they make up only 28%, while they account for about 40% in regional 
sports federations and organizations promoting physical activity. Men remain the 
majority in board chair roles across all types of sport organizations, excluding the 
two service organizations (National Olympic Committee [NOC] and the National 
Paralympic Committee [NPC]), in which the NOC chair is a man, and the NPC 
chair is a woman. Although the number of women in leadership positions in sport 
has increased over the past 10 years, this increase has been rather modest. For 
example, the percentage of women on sport organization boards increased by just 
3 percentage points from 30% in 2002 to 33% in 2020. The share of women board 
chairs rose from 11% in 2002 to 17% in 2007 but dropped again to 14% in 2021. 
In terms of operational managers, the fastest growth has been observed, with wom-
en’s representation rising from 21% in 2002 to 34% in 2021 (Lehtonen et  al., 2022). 
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Even if the highest positions in sport are dominated by men, it is noteworthy is 
that a woman was selected as the CEO of the NOC in 2022 While there are some 
differences in participation and behavior in sports and physical activities between 
men and women, the overall numbers are relatively balanced (Mikkonen, 2023a). 
For example, participation in sports club activities among youth under 20 years old 
is nearly equal, with 56% of girls and 58% of boys involved. Similarly, the distri-
bution of elite athlete grants provided by the state is fairly even between men and 
women. However, men are more likely to volunteer in sports organizations, with 
23% of men and 18% of women participating in such roles. When compared to the 
overall representation of women in various leadership positions, the numbers in 
sport are lower. In 2023, there were 40% of women in managerial leadership posi-
tions across different sectors and 38.3% in the boards of listed companies (EVA, 2024).

In conclusion, despite a decent knowledge base regarding on gender (in)equality 
in Finnish sport acquired through reports, and the state government’s efforts to 
promote gender equality through initiatives, programs, and policies, gender inequal-
ities persist. Leadership positions in sport continue to privilege men and reinforce 
dominant masculinity. Furthermore, the slow pace of progress suggests that gender 
inequality is deeply institutionalized within the structures, cultures, and practices of 
Finnish sport.

3.  Method

3.1.  Procedure

This study builds on an emancipatory interest in knowledge (Habermas, 1972). 
Women’s voices are often suppressed in decision-making in sport because of both 
unequal participation numbers and institutionalized gender inequality. Therefore, 
even if individuals with less power may have less ability to shape the institutional 
forces around them (Hardy & Maguire, 2017), women in leadership positions are 
deliberately chosen as informants for this study to give them an opportunity to 
voice their perspectives in relation to gender (in)equality and institutional change 
in leadership positions in sport. This is particularly important for women in 
men-dominated environments, such as the leadership positions in Finnish sport 
(Wigginton & Lafrance, 2019).

Data were collected between January and February 2022 using semi-structured 
interviews. The guidelines set by the Finnish National Board on Research Integrity 
were followed. Based on the guidelines, this study did not need an ethical review. 
All interviewees were informed of the purpose of this research, their pseudonymity, 
and the right to withdraw by email. The data consisted of 22 semi-structured inter-
views with women in leadership positions in different sport organizations, including 
NGBs, sports clubs, regional associations, and other national and regional sport 
organizations.2 Demographic information about the interviewees and their pseud-
onyms are presented in Table 1. The choice of interviewees was based on purposeful 
sampling (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The interviewees were identified and recruited 
through a sport leadership development program for women, in which they had 
participated previously or were participating at the time. This enabled an access to 
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and identification of women, who presumably have insights on how gender equality 
can best be achieved and who would be willing to share those. Moreover, the inter-
viewees could provide insights into their own experiences and speak as experts in 
Finnish sport, because they have experience in a wide spectrum of sports, thus 
providing a window into the diverse fields of Finnish sport. The length of the 
interviews varied between 60 and 90 min (mean 71 min). The interviews were con-
ducted in Finnish and transcribed verbatim.

The interview guide was designed to gather data for a larger research project 
studying women leaders and their perspectives on sport, sport leadership, and gender 
equality. The interview guide was developed based on prior research on gender and 
leadership positions in sport (see Conceptual Framework section). However, no 
pre-existing guides or studies were directly used to formulate the questions. Rather, 
the current body of knowledge was used to inspire the themes and questions of the 
interviews. Examples of questions that were used in this particular study include 
‘Who is or are the key actor(s) in the process of changing institutionalized gender 
inequality in sport?’ ‘How can this happen?’ and ‘What kind of circumstances can 
enable change?’ However, the open structure of the interviews enabled the inter-
viewees to elaborate on and/or return to a previously mentioned topic. Moreover, 
the interview themes were interrelated; thus, relevant data could be found throughout 
the transcripts. Consequently, the transcripts were read and analyzed thoroughly 
instead of simply focusing on selected topics.

3.2.  Data Analysis

The interview data were analyzed using reflective thematic analysis (Braun et  al., 
2016). Reflexive thematic analysis is an appropriate method for this study as it 
enables studying factors underlying and impacting a phenomenon, as well as people’s 

Table 1.  Interviewees.
Code Age Elected/selected leadership position

Kathy 56–65 Elected, board member, chair, vice chair
Jenna 36–45 Elected, board member, and chair
Elle 56–65 Elected, board member, former manager
Becca 46–55 Selected/selected, manager and board member
Ada 36–45 Elected, board member, and chair
Amelia 26–35 Selected, manager
Jane 36–45 Selected, senior manager
Lucy 26–35 Selected, senior manager
Isla 36–45 Selected, senior manager
Lily 36–45 Selected, manager
Sophia 36–45 Selected, specialist position
Olivia 36–45 Elected/selected, committee member, senior manager
Alice 46–55 Selected, manager
Cindy 36–45 Elected, chair, founder of a club, entrepreneur, and specialist position
Nina 26–35 Elected, board member
Anna 46–55 Elected, board member, committee member
Emma 26–35 Selected (specialist position, former manager)
Carol 46–55 Elected/selected, board member, senior manager (sport related sector)
Lindsay 36–45 Elected, vice chair, and chair
Elisabeth 36–45 Elected, founder of a club, and board member
Laura 36–45 Elected, founder of a club, and chair (specialist position in a sport organization)
Mary 46–55 Elected, chair, and board member



Journal of Global Sport Management 9

views on certain issues. Reflexive thematic analysis bases on a process in which the 
researcher(s) identifies and interprets patterns (Braun et  al., 2016). In this study, 
the author first familiarized themselves with the data by reading, rereading, and 
taking notes. Then, they coded the data with Atlas.ti software, using both semantic 
and latent level coding and an abductive approach. An abductive approach involves 
starting the analysis with an empirical basis while still incorporating the theoretical 
preconceptions that underpin this study (see previous sections). Namely, the literature 
serves as ‘a source of inspiration’ for the analysis (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018). In 
the analysis, empirical material and the literature were alternated between and suc-
cessively reinterpreted in light of each other. During coding, particular attention 
was given to sections where the interviewees talked about different actors and actions 
increasing gender equality in leadership positions in sport. In other words, the who 
and how sections of institutional work (see Hampel et  al., 2017). The codes were 
developed and refined over multiple rounds. Afterwards, the codes were clustered 
into candidate themes in relation to the research question. Four preliminary themes 
were identified (Microlevel Actions and Agency; Macrolevel Actions and Agency; 
Intentional and Unintentional Maintenance Work; Reshaping Perceptions of Gender 
and Leadership through Reflection). Then, the candidate themes were refined as 
the analysis progressed, and the themes were reviewed in relation to the research 
question and the whole dataset (Braun et  al., 2016). These refinement and review 
rounds resulted in modifications to the themes and the identification of a new 
theme, increasing the number of themes to five: microlevel actions and agency, 
macrolevel actions and agency, intentional and unintentional maintenance work, 
reshaping perceptions of gender and leadership through reflection, and collective 
multilevel actions and agents. Lastly, the themes were enriched with an analytic 
narrative, and representative quotations were translated into English.

4.  Findings and Discussion

4.1.  Microlevel Actions and Agency

The first theme includes agents and actions occurring and emerging at the level 
sport, such as women’s agency, the role of younger generations, and the role of men. 
Some interviewees reflected on the role of men in relation to institutional change, 
arguing that currently, men hold the power positions. Therefore, it is often up to 
them to implement gender equality in organizations and to select diverse individuals 
for leadership positions, whether in recruitment or finding nominees for boards 
(see e.g. Wells & Hancock, 2017). However, they emphasized more the role of women 
and younger generations in the change.

The interviewees argued that women as a collective are central in facilitating 
change toward gender equality in sport leadership, as Emma stated: ‘It’s [facilitating 
change toward gender equality] in a way women’s common goal.’ As women are 
subordinated in the present institution of leadership positions in sport, it is natural 
that they identify and are more prone to seek change for the current practices 
(Hardy & Maguire, 2017). The interviewees saw the role of women important in 
terms of proving their capabilities, succeeding in their work, and disproving the 
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gendered taken-for-granted thoughts and stereotypes attached to leadership positions. 
Mary summarized ‘Women themselves have a pretty big role in this [change], to 
prove those things wrong, those subconscious patterns and interpretations [reinforcing 
gender inequality].’

Several interviewees brought up sisterhood and reflected on the importance of 
overcoming competitiveness amongst other women as a means to create change. 
They believed that women should consider themselves sisters and lift each other up 
instead of competing and harming one another’s careers:

There doesn’t have to be that competitive spirit. Instead we [women] should pull together. 
Because women leaders in sport are still quite new, and like hey, this is how we could 
start, that now we will go forward as sisters. And this could also give quite nice new 
perspectives to the entire leadership in sport […] especially those of us who are already in 
leadership positions […] We could lift those sisters up alongside us and show and give 
opportunities. (Jane)

Jane’s quote also hints that there may be experiences of women being competitive 
and seeing each other as enemies. Some studies suggest that women in leadership 
positions may demonstrate greater ruthlessness and self-direction than their male 
counterparts (Adams, 2016). This phenomenon is often attributed to the idea that, 
for a woman to achieve success in an unconventional leadership role, she must 
exhibit exceptional qualities. These distinctive traits may help explain the gender 
gap observed between high-level executives and the general population. The above 
illustration is also sometimes referred to as the ‘Queen Bee’ phenomenon, whereby 
women who have already made it to the top distance themselves from the more 
junior women and rather hamper than support their careers (Derks et  al., 2016). 
Therefore, change toward gender equality requires active change in the mindsets of 
women as well. Some interviewees talked about ‘the old boys clubs’ (see e.g. Schull 
et  al., 2013) which, according to them, are still present and powerful in Finnish 
sport (see also Riivari & Heikkinen, 2024) and how sisterhood and women’s own 
networks could counterbalance the men’s networks. Women in sport, particularly 
those in leadership positions, could use their agency to counteract the present 
practices and create new competing patterns by offering an alternative, such as 
women’s own network beyond the ‘old boys’ club. However, in terms of gender 
equality, it is questionable whether this kind of action truly improves the state of 
gender equality or whether it deepens the gender binary and extends the gap between 
men and women in leadership positions.

The interviewees described how the younger generations (regardless of gender) 
that come into leadership positions are more conscious of gender equality. As a 
result, they are seen as more capable of addressing and changing the current state 
of gender inequality compared to older people, who may be more embedded into 
the current institutions and thus too ‘blind’ to recognize existing inequalities, and 
in some cases, incapable to change. Lily described this as:

There are still those generations here [in sport organizations] that have gotten used to 
certain ways of doing things from the ‘70s and ‘80s. But now that the new generation 
[are coming], especially those born in the ‘90s and 2000s, they are equipped with 
completely different thoughts and worldviews […] I think it is a certain kind of 
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generational issue here as well, that it [gender equality] progresses gradually as the 
generations move forward.

However, because of long careers of sport leaders (Lehtonen et  al., 2022), the 
entry of younger generations into leadership positions is slow. The interviewees 
mentioned that long careers are not only related to selected positions (managers) 
but also affect elected positions, as not all organizations stipulate the maximum 
number of years that one can serve on a board, for instance. This situation naturally 
hampers the entry of new people, including younger generations and women.

The emphasis on the role of women and younger generations supports the view 
that disrupting existing institutionalized norms, practices, and arrangements and/or 
creating new ones is often difficult because institutional actors are too embedded 
in the institution (Battilana & D’Aunno, 2009). Thus, young people as well as women 
entering sport and its leadership positions have a key role in the change. However, 
they may lack certain forms of power, such as societal power, due to limited access 
to powerful networks among sport leaders (‘old-boy’s-clubs’; Wells & Hancock, 2017). 
Power is essential in reshaping institutionalized gender inequality (Greenwood & 
Suddaby, 2006). Although leadership positions naturally confer a source of power 
(legitimate power; see Hardy & Maguire, 2017), a chicken-and-egg dilemma arises. 
Institutionalized gendered practices restrict the opportunities for women and younger 
generations to access these positions—positions that ultimately grant the power 
needed to drive change. When eventually securing the institutional power positions, 
the individuals may already be embedded in the current gendered practices and 
institutional norms (i.e. embedded agency; Battilana & D’Aunno, 2009). In other 
words, because women and younger generations do not have access to the old boy’s 
clubs, they may not have the (social) resources and inside knowledge necessary to 
reach the top leadership positions. Furthermore, a strong background in sports is 
frequently considered essential for legitimacy in sports leadership roles. As a result, 
individuals selected or elected to these positions have typically already adapted their 
behavior to align with the existing institutional environment. This alignment often 
renders them unaware of the institutionalized practices that perpetuate gender 
inequality, thereby reinforcing the current institutional order.

4.2.  Macrolevel Actions and Agency

The second theme considers the macro-level actions and actors identified in the 
data. Some interviewees described how outside stimulus and/or steering are required 
as a ‘wake-up call’ because the present leaders are too embedded in the existing 
institutional norms and gender inequality in sport leadership and in sport more 
broadly. Jenna described this as:

When you look at a level high enough […] those people won’t wake up by themselves. The 
one who has got into that power position, to actually get such a person to wake up by 
themselves, it doesn’t happen easily, and in that sense, I see that it should happen from 
somewhere outside [of sport].

This quotation highlights that people in leadership positions in sport have legit-
imized themselves through certain behaviors in accordance with the present 
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gender-unequal institutional order (Claringbould & Knoppers, 2007). Therefore, 
powerful outside actors (e.g. ministries) that are not as embedded in the institution 
of sport leadership are needed to provide coercive pressure and softer nudges to 
foster gender equality (see Hoeber, 2007). Becca stated that ‘It [the change] would 
require sticks and carrots […] whether it [incentive] is financial or based on some 
quality criteria but also some enforcement.’ highlighting the importance of steering 
by the state. Furthermore, Cathy highlighted that without resources, power, and 
support from the higher governing bodies, attempts at creating change may only 
have a limited, short-term impact:

If nothing happens there [in the upper levels and in society], then the small actions we do 
at the grassroots level will not necessarily lead anywhere. These things might bring a small 
boost, but yes, it needs to happen more widely.

The interviewees also emphasized how general gender equality discussions in 
society also impact leadership positions in sport. The problematization of the state 
of gender inequality in sport leadership, for instance, by the general media produces 
external pressure for sport, as Anna described:

General discussion, overall, about what has been going on in society and also about how 
there are too few women in the sports world and there should be more.

As sport is intertwined with the surrounding society, it must be legitimate and 
comply with changing societal norms, values, and practices (Suchman, 1995).

4.3.  Intentional and Unintentional Maintenance Work

The third theme considers the two types of institutional maintenance work identified 
in the data: intentional and unintentional, which both reproduce institutionalized 
gender inequality in sport leadership positions, thus contributing to the status quo 
(Lawrence et  al., 2011). All individuals, regardless of their gender, may be embedded 
in the present gendered institutional order and work to maintain the current insti-
tutional order. Amelia illustrated this by discussing how her boss (a woman) said 
that she would not want to increase any instability in the organization by hiring 
young women managers as they are likely to have babies and go on maternity leave. 
This example also shows how discrimination and gendered practices against women 
maintaining the status quo may be intentional. Furthermore, gender as such is not 
the determinant of gendered behavior, as also women leaders can behave in accor-
dance with gendered norms, (re)creating gender inequality and holding gendered 
beliefs that discriminate against other women. The question, whether the embed-
dedness occurs after or prior entering leadership positions is 2-folded. On the one 
hand, it may be that women become embedded and institutionalized into the current 
institutional practices and ideals after entering the powerful roles (e.g. corporate 
capture). On the other hand, it may be that these ways to think and behave are 
already learned before entering these positions, meaning that people in leadership 
positions are rather homogenic in certain aspects, regardless of their gender 
(Mikkonen et  al., 2021). Either certain types of women apply for or become selected 
into these power positions.
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Another example of intentional maintenance work is the ‘talk is cheap’ kind of 
action, as described by Alice:

It [importance of gender equality] is not their [powerful men’s] true values or understand-
ing, but it’s something glued on top. I mean, how you should behave, how you should 
speak correctly. But this gap [between words and actions] becomes visible in what you say 
after the speech, what you do, how you act. […] When you meet those people in a differ-
ent context, then they kind of laugh at those things, and there is belittling of women, 
calling women “girls” or something like that. So, it [gendered practices and discrimination] 
is alive and well.

This quotation highlights a type of behavior that is ambivalent and intentional. 
Alice explained that when speaking in public, some people underscore the impor-
tance of gender equality, but when the curtain falls, they continue belittling women. 
Institutions emerge and evolve over time in response to social pressures (Nite & 
Edwards, 2021). In the Finnish system, organized sport, even when it is organized 
by the third sector (sports clubs, NGBs and other nonprofit sport organizations), is 
heavily publicly funded. This sets certain requirements related to the ethos of the 
welfare state and equality for all (Skille, 2014; Stierncreutz & Tienari, 2023). Given 
the Finnish funding system and the need for sport to be legitimate, sport leaders 
must comply with contemporary societal demands (or pretend to do so) to maintain 
legitimacy and thus receive public funding (see Hampel et  al., 2017). This becomes 
particularly problematic for gender equality if an actor from the dominant group 
allegedly works for institutional change while actually working against it to maintain 
the present institutional order. In the intentional type of maintenance work, the 
actors know and understand the inequality perpetuated by their actions but still 
choose to act that way. Therefore, tackling this kind of maintenance work would 
require addressing individuals’ values and ideologies.

At the same time, the institutional work maintaining the status quo and disad-
vantaging women and femininities may be unconscious. Becca commented: ‘I am 
not saying that it [gender inequal practices] is necessarily done intentionally. But 
because there are no visions. Because you [people in leadership positions] have 
kinda been in a bubble.’ In a similar fashion, Alice elaborated:

If I named the people who, in my opinion, act differently than they talk, and you had this 
same conversation, they would have no idea what you are talking about. […] Those who 
have no idea but think that they are acting correctly […] they just don’t get it. So maybe 
that’s why I said that a mirror should be put in front of them to show them that […], 
they are behaving like that.

Alice’s quote shows how people may simply not realize that their actions and 
words are not aligned, thus unintentionally maintaining the gendered practices, 
norms, and values connected to gender and leadership positions. Such liminal 
awareness (see Claringbould & Knoppers, 2008; Martin, 2003) means that people in 
leadership positions can act in a discriminating manner while believing that their 
practices are not gendered; thus, they can deny behaving in a discriminating way 
when other people experience their actions as gendered. One mean to tackle uncon-
scious maintenance work may be self-reflection and education, factors that were 
also mentioned by the interviewees as fostering institutional change. To connect this 
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discussion to the concept of embedded agency (Battilana & D’Aunno, 2009), when 
individuals are deeply embedded within an institution, such as leadership positions 
in sport, they often operate within a set of taken-for-granted values, ideas, and 
norms. Without exposure to external stimuli, such as educational opportunities, it 
becomes challenging for them to critically reflect on or question their own perspec-
tives. Through self-reflection and education, actors may become capable of identifying 
the unconscious ways in which they (re)produce gender inequality in leadership 
positions.

4.4.  Reshaping Perceptions of Gender and Leadership Through Reflection

The fourth theme builds upon the notion of gender and its embeddedness in sport 
and sport leadership. As briefly mentioned earlier, the interviewees described how 
active reflection and challenging taken-for-granted thoughts and institutionalized 
practices sustaining gender inequality promote change for gender equality. Elisabeth 
elaborated on this further:

You have to think about diversity and offer opportunities, as well as always think about 
who is most suitable for the role, whether it is Timppa over here or maybe it’s in fact that 
other person who can bring something completely different. […] Quite often, it goes like, 
oh well, there’s Pekka’s mom, Tarja, so she can probably bake some pie. What if Tarja is 
a former football player in the national league? She could probably have some other role 
than to bake some chocolate pie, you know. […] I am not saying that Tarja would want 
to coach […] but she could have something to give or some thoughts instead of the three 
other guys who have only played in the 5th division with their buddies.

This quote shows how people in leadership positions should actively question 
their taken-for-granted thoughts and reshape their perceptions of gender in relation 
to different roles in sport organizations. Relatedly Olivia elaborated:

We should start to think about the very basics of sport and sport leadership, like boards 
of directors, boards and all of those, and then, of course, about the employees as well, from 
the point of view of who is […] the most qualified applicant for this position, considering 
the whole picture and not what their gender is or which old boy has recommended them 
for this position or do they have a medal around their neck. After all, it’s quite a big 
change in the thought process.

Olivia reflected on the importance of changing the way men and women are 
seen as leaders in sport through reflection. However, this quote also demonstrates 
gender-blindness (Acker, 1990) that was often visible in the data. For instance, the 
interviewees emphasized that gender of a candidate should not matter for promotion. 
Instead, competence should be all that matters. They rarely considered the gendering 
underneath the surface that impacts the competence criteria onto which qualifications 
of women and men are reflected (Claringbould & Knoppers, 2007), which may lead 
only certain types of women being selected into these positions (see Adams, 2016; 
Adams & Ferreira, 2009). In this case, one might question whether true equality is 
achieved, even with gender parity in leadership positions, or if the system continues 
to reproduce inequalities.
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Furthermore, the interviewees often advocated increasing the number of women 
in leadership positions, improving the status of women in the current structure, and 
encouraging women to exhibit their capabilities and success so that they would be 
seen as capable as men as described in previous sections. These statements constitute 
a liberal feminist ideology that sees men and masculinity as the norm according to 
which women should be measured, which characterizes also the history of general 
gender equality policy in Finland (see e.g. Julkunen, 2016). Women are embedded 
in the current institutional norms and practices, impacting and being impacted by 
not only sport (leadership) but also the Finnish society. Institutions are embedded 
in their wider environments; thus, the society-level discourses and contextual factors 
impact institutional changes, supporting or hampering institutional work.

These findings on meritocracy and competence offer valuable insights also into 
policy-level debates on gender quotas as a means to promote gender equality. On one 
hand, it seems logical that implementing a quota requiring, for example, 40% of lead-
ership positions to be held by women would, over time, allow the selected women to 
demonstrate their skills, competencies, and suitability. This could diversify the norm 
of leadership and normalize the presence of women (and the female body) in such 
roles (Billing & Alvesson, 2000; Mikkonen, 2023b). On the other hand, given the deeply 
institutionalized, gendered image of a competent leader, it is possible that, despite the 
quota, only individuals who conform to the existing masculine leadership norm would 
be chosen (Carvalho & Diogo, 2018; Mikkonen et  al., 2021). While gender parity in 
terms of numbers might improve, genuine gender equality may remain unachieved.

Alice described how self-reflection may require outside stimulus as individuals 
may not realize their actions are gendered:

You need a damn big mirror for that. Those people [men in leadership positions] should 
really look in that mirror and think about what they see there. […] And if this happens 
with those who are in the very top leading positions of sport in Finland, […] if their words 
and actions don’t coincide, it tells something about what their real attitude toward that 
work [equality work] is and how they see it. All these things have not yet been fully 
understood and internalized, and it does not come from them genuinely […] We have 
certain parties in the sports community that are so high that no one dares to say anything 
to them. […] Like, if you read that this is how it is [gender discrimination] and you 
behave exactly like that, but when it doesn’t hit you, you don’t recognize yourself in it.

Alice suggests how people in leadership positions should engage in self-reflection. 
However, outside stimulus may be needed for leaders to realize the need for 
self-reflection as they may be unable to recognize (unconsciously or intentionally 
as discussed in the third theme, intentional and unintentional maintenance work) 
that their actions contribute to inequality.

4.5.  Collective Multilevel Actions and Agents

The last theme builds upon the systemic, multi-level nature of sport organizations 
(Burton & Leberman, 2017; Cunningham, 2009). Regarding the findings and themes 
presented previously, it can be said that changing gender inequality embedded in 
the institution of leadership positions in sport requires the agency of multiple actors 
at various levels. In addition, almost all the interviewees explicitly stated that various 
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actions at multiple levels are needed because otherwise, the change may remain 
limited. Anna summarized this as, ‘It [change] consists of many different things, 
and when there are enough of them at the same time, it generates an ability to 
look at things more equally and from the perspective of equality.’ Similarly, but also 
highlighting the temporal aspect and deeply rooted, gendered culture of sport lead-
ership Elisabeth stated:

There is no one correct solution, like okay, this is how to fix it; instead, it requires a lot 
of long-term work in multiple ways […] it’s unfortunate that there are still places where 
things have been done in a certain way since the stone age. And that is really hard to 
change based on one person’s drive.

Although individual agency was emphasized in the interviews, many interviewees 
felt that true institutional change requires collective action at multiple levels. Previous 
studies support this idea. Isolated actions at the micro-level may not produce a 
comprehensive, long-term impact and may thus be incapable of disrupting and 
changing institutionalized gender inequality in leadership positions in sport (see 
Connell, 1987; Kraft et  al., 2022; Lorber, 1994), because gender is embedded across 
multiple social institutions (Martin, 2004). These findings challenge the traditional 
idea, often presented in actor-centric approaches, which emphasize and glorify single 
actors’ agency in institutional change (see Battilana et  al., 2009; Hanlon & Taylor, 
2024). Furthermore, the findings align with Cunningham (2009), who emphasized 
a systemic perspective, concluding that attempts to change certain parts of an orga-
nization while neglecting others are fundamentally flawed. On a broader level, they 
also resonate with Li et  al. (2020), who identified various actions and agents involved 
in the institutionalization of women’s hockey in China. Even if this is not stated 
explicitly, Li et  al.’s findings support a multi-level approach to institutional change. 
However, in this study, the concrete strategies and agents differ from those discussed 
in Li et  al.’s study, which further strengthens the conclusion that institutional change 
and institutional work should not be considered the same across different phenomena 
and contexts, especially when discussing broad societal challenges, such as gender 
inequality.

5.  Conclusions

The aim of this study was to explore how institutional work can reshape institu-
tionalized gender inequality in leadership positions in sport from women leaders’ 
perspectives, focusing particularly on the who and the how aspects of institutional 
work (Hampel et  al., 2017). Theoretically the study contributes to the literature 
on gender equality and institutional work by furthering our understanding of how 
actors can shape definitions of gender (in)equality, as well as its place in society 
and its relationship to organized sport (Hampel et  al., 2017, p. 575). In other 
words, it answers the question of how to create gender equality rather than merely 
identifying barriers or reasons for its absence (see Evans & Pfister, 2021). Secondly, 
it confirms that the process of defining and implementing gender equality involves 
not only policy and structural changes but also the active engagement of various 
stakeholders who perform institutional work. This perspective highlights the 
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dynamic and interactive nature of institutional change. Thirdly, this study contrib-
utes to the literature by applying institutional work theory to the literature on 
gender (in)equality in sport. By applying this theoretical framework, the study 
offers new insights into how institutional work is performed in the unique setting 
of sports organizations, thereby enriching our understanding of the mechanisms 
through which gender norms are challenged and redefined in these environments. 
Empirically, this study extends the current body of knowledge by exploring insti-
tutional change in a rarely studied context of Finnish sport as recommended by 
Cunningham (2009).

The empirical analysis resulted in five main themes of institutional work: microlevel 
actions and agency, macrolevel actions and agency, intentional and unintentional 
maintenance work, reshaping perceptions of gender and leadership through reflection, 
and collective multilevel actions and agents. Institutional work regarding societal 
challenges requires more than work at the level of a single institution. Based on 
the empirical analysis, the findings suggest that institutional work for gender equality 
in leadership positions in sport should expand its focus beyond fostering gender 
equality in leadership positions, as these positions are only one important mechanism 
through which institutional work can be done. For practitioners, these insights offer 
examples of how to support gender equality, highlighting the meaning of activating 
different actors on different levels to work for gender equality, as individual actions 
on an individual level may remain limited.

No study is without limitations. In this research, limitations arise particularly 
from the methodological choices and contextual factors. The qualitative approach, 
using semi-structured interviews, provides deep insights but inherently limits the 
generalizability of findings beyond this study’s context. While these interviews 
offer valuable perspectives on institutional work for gender equality, they may not 
fully reflect the diverse experiences of women in sport leadership, particularly 
across different cultural or organizational settings. However, the themes identified 
may act as a starting point for further research on institutional change for societal 
changes.

It must also be noted that the context of this study (Finland, which is an egal-
itarian setting, sport organizations) is rather specific, and the sample is rather 
homogenic3 representing certain types of women (white, middle to upper middle-class 
women) that have participated in a leadership development course. They may have 
a more optimistic view on enhancing gender equality compared to women in other 
countries or in different types of positions. These naturally restrict the generaliz-
ability and external validity of the results. Consequently, further research in varied 
contexts is necessary to strengthen these results. Comparative studies across country 
contexts, comparing, for instance, gender egalitarian countries with more gender 
hierarchical countries, could be beneficial in identifying context-specific boundaries 
for the more general theory on institutional work for gender equality. Moreover, an 
interesting question for macro-level studies lies in exploring whether enhancing 
gender equality at the policy level is driven by direct or indirect policies. In other 
words, is it the policymakers and institutions that play a decisive role in achieving 
gender equality, or is it the majority of a liberal-leaning electorate that politicians 
seek to appease to secure re-election?
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Notes

	 1.	 For a more detailed understanding of the Finnish sport system, see Mikkonen et al. (2022); 
for a detailed description of and statistics on the state of gender equality, see Lehtonen 
et  al. (2022).

	 2.	 The exact organizations are not mentioned to maintain the interviewees pseudonymity.
	 3.	 Finnish population is rather homogenic compared to many other countries, such as the 

United States in terms of different background factors, such as ethnic background, 
language, religion and education level.
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