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In the following article we present composite narratives of female sport and exercise 

psychologist’s (SEPs) reflections of working as practitioners in situations where they have 

faced sexism and a culture of toxic masculinity.  We discuss the impact both professionally 

and personally of these experiences and look at what lessons can be learned from the 

sharing of these narratives. We conclude by offering our thoughts on how these negative 

shared experiences can be used in a positive way to inform culture change, educate 

supervisors of the challenges and be woven into supervision so female practitioners feel 

empowered and supported. 

 

Sexism, toxic masculinity, empowerment, supervision 

 

Introduction 

Over the last twenty years the field of sport and exercise psychology has grown and 

developed both in the United Kingdom and globally (Hutter, 2018). Within the UK there are 

now established training routes through the British Psychological Society Stage 2 

Qualification (QSEP), University professional doctorate programmes and the British 

Association of Sport and Exercise Sciences Sport and Exercise Psychology Accreditation 

Route (SEPAR), all leading to professional registration with the Health and Care Professions 

Council (HCPC). These training developments and advances in recognising and 

professionalising the role of sport and exercise psychologists has led to; increased 

understanding of what a sport and exercise psychologist does, identification of the benefits 

of employing qualified individuals and has ensured a threshold standard of competency 

(Eubank et al., 2014; Tod et al., 2020; Wadsworth et al., 2021). That said, within training 



programmes, supervision and working in applied situations there are still challenges to 

overcome and barriers to break down if we are to truly professionalise the field so that we 

present equal opportunities, embrace diversity and are inclusive of and to all practitioners.  

One sub-group of practitioners that both historically (Yambor & Connelly, 1991) and 

currently face challenges are female sport and exercise psychologists (Goldman & Gervis, 

2021).  

 

In one of the first papers to discuss the issues faced by female sport psychologists 

working with male student athletes Yambor and Connelly (1991) reflected on their personal 

experiences. They highlighted how, in some instances, male athletes were uncomfortable or 

reticent in approaching a female sport psychologist due to bias and stereotypical views held 

of women in general. Furthermore, they described the challenges of working in male 

sporting environments and how women were seen to lack sporting credibility through the 

perception of lack of knowledge and understanding of the sport by male coaches/athletes.  

Whilst raising important issues, Yambor and Connelly possibly unconsciously, did little to 

challenge the gender belief situation for the female sport psychologist suggesting that there 

was the need for women to “go above and beyond the traditional preparation in preparing 

themselves to work as applied consultants” (p.311).   

 

The positioning of the female consultant and the concept of gender relations and 

marginalisation was expanded upon by Roper (2002) who concluded with a series of 

recommendations. These included the need to find ways to connect feminist theory and 

practice and importantly, “the need for diversity, not only within our research efforts, but 

also among the professional make-up of our field and the sport participants we work with” 

(p. 63). Critically, rather than going above and beyond in preparing themselves to work as 

suggested by Yambor and Connelly (1991)  Roper (2002) highlighted the need for female 

sport psychologists to develop supportive systems and structures where the challenges can 

be aired and discussed in a safe space through dialogue and research. Furthermore, she 

suggested that there was a need for all practitioners to become proactive, to not accept the 

masculine status quo but instead to challenge the hegemonic masculinity of sporting 

environments as change will not occur by chance nor through merely the passage of time. 

Whilst the field of applied sport and exercise psychology is moving forward, with female 



sport and exercise psychologists occupying positions of esteem within National Governing 

Bodies, female academics holding Professorial chairs and being represented on professional 

bodies (BPS, QSEP, BASES) the numbers remain low in comparison to male colleagues and 

barriers remain as highlighted by Goldman and Gervis (2021). 

 

Goldman and Gervis (2021) using qualitative methods explored sexism and its impact 

on female sport psychologists. Through focus groups with 11 UK based sport psychologists 

four themes emerged; the environment, privileging masculinity, acts of sexism and the 

feminine. What is evident, is that in the 30 years since Yambor and Connelly (1991) 

published their work the same barriers and constraints are felt and encountered by to-days 

female sport and exercise psychology practitioners. There is still in some cases; a male 

dominance, a perceived male way of doing sport and exercise psychology, an unwillingness 

by some to accept that a female sport and exercise psychologist is as capable as their male 

counterpart and when working in a male dominated sport environment female practitioners 

can face challenges unique to them as women.  

 

To move the discipline forward globally, there is a need to challenge the 

stereotypical culture and environment as highlighted by numerous authors (e.g., Krane & 

Waldron, 2021). At a discipline level we need to examine supervision and supervisory 

practice to ensure that trainee practitioners, of all genders, are aware of these toxic 

situations and behaviours and have discussed and developed strategies to mitigate negative 

effects and affects. To merely inform female practitioners of what might happen, will serve 

to perpetuate, not change or challenge, toxic cultures and stereotypical views.   

 

Whilst doing this supervisor’s must examine their supervisory practice to ensure that 

they are providing an environment that not only develops competent practitioners but also 

fosters personal and professional growth (Van Raalte & Anderson, 2000). For this to happen 

there is a need to create what Creaner (2011) describes as a place of psychological safety 

where the supervisee can discuss their doubts, anxieties, and issues not related directly to 

competency development and where conversations can occur that prepare practitioners for 

what is at times a brutal environment.  Whilst research to-date has provided evidence as to 

the challenge’s women face, we wanted to extend understanding in the area to provide 



both composite narratives that could form discussions in supervision and recommendations 

for future work and the field.  

 

We believe one way this can happen is through the sharing of stories and 

experiences that are accessible not only to practitioners, supervisors and trainees but may 

also be used to inform coaches and as part of ED&I workshops more generally. However, 

sharing individual experiences can serve to spotlight one sport and one individual reducing 

anonymity and possibly leading to a reticence to share through fear of problem person 

labelling and the possibility of missing out on future opportunities. This means that stories 

of the challenges that female practitioners have faced in the male world are limited. One 

method of overcoming this is through the creation of composite narratives or stories, that is 

the creation of one narrative drawing on the experiences of several individuals (Willis, 

2019). Rather than create one long narrative, we were interested in producing shorter 

narratives focusing on challenges female practitioners have faced in male dominated 

applied settings that could be used as vehicles for challenging conversations. In the 

following section we describe the approach to the creation of these shortened narratives, 

discuss the emergent themes and make recommendations for future research and practice. 

 

Method 

Three female practitioners volunteered to share their stories of working in male 

dominated sport environments. They represented sport and exercise psychologists at 

various stages of their career who had followed, or were following, different training 

pathways toward HCPC registration. Adopting a narrative inquiry framework (Moen, 2006) 

each practitioner was invited to recall their experiences of working in male dominated 

settings through a written biographical approach. Although interviews or focus groups are a 

more traditional means of generating data we chose the written approach as, it allowed 

practitioners to not only share their personal experience but also to reflect, revisit and have 

ownership of their story, thus providing each person’s unique experiences that was 

untainted by listening to others or influenced through interview questions (Butina, 2015).  

 

Development of the composite narratives 



As we were interested in providing short composite narratives of female 

practitioner’s experiences it was important to identify common shared experiences across 

the individual stories. To identify commonalities, we adopted a thematic analysis approach 

following the stages of Braun and Clarke (2006). The initial thematic analysis was done by 

the first author who coded the data and meaning units these were then discussed with all 

co-authors. The lead author’s analysis was also shared with a colleague with experience in 

qualitative methods who was not involved in sport to avoid closed interpretation (Patton, 

2002). Thematic analysis revealed three higher order themes that represented the 

environment, sexism, and doing sport psychology. The resulting thematic map is shown in 

figure 1. 

 

To create the composite narratives, we followed a similar approach to that outlined 

by Willis (2019). All coded portions of each participants story relative to each sub-theme 

were placed into one document and woven together to create a cohesive story (Waldron & 

Krane, 2011), thus our stories blend the voices of our participants into one meaning much of 

the presented text is direct quotes.  

 

Insert Figure 1 Here 

 

Composite Narratives. 

 

The Environment 

Buildings and Facilities 

You know thinking about it one of the first challenges was the physical environment, the 

actual facilities at the training ground. For instance, the temporary building block that the 

team used had no female toilets, I quickly got the sense that they felt this was not a place 

for women. I felt uncomfortable going to the restroom on my own as male members of staff 

or players could come in anytime. This made it difficult taking care of basic needs and 

heightened my anxiety. I did find a work around as luckily there were two additional female 

staff members, an administrator, and a trainee physiotherapist whom I could count on to 

‘guard’ the door to create privacy. However, this just promoted the gender stereotype 

about ‘girls going to the toilet together’, rather than being seen as a problem that needed 



addressing. Simple things such as inadequate facility provision could be a major barrier to 

women working with male sports teams, yes I created a solution but I shouldn’t need to and 

it left me thinking about how this simple issue could create more problems for women of a 

different ethnic background or gender identity.  

 

Becoming part of the team – Having the kit  

We all know that creating a sense of unity and developing a team atmosphere comes 

sometimes from the simple things such as kit. You know that notion of corporate identity, it 

gives you a feeling of belonging, fitting in. The first time I was told that I was going to receive 

team kit I felt ecstatic. Finally, I felt like I was about to be recognised as part of the official 

support team. Then came the problem, working in a male sport, it only came in male sizes. I 

didn’t feel like I had the right to complain, as I was grateful to have received any kit in any 

form. The second time, I wasn’t given kit I had to ask for it, the coach gave me an oversized 

men’s hoody and a training jacket which would not go over my hips. I sought of felt like I 

had been given the cast offs, the spares and it would do, I wasn’t asked about size or even 

whether it was okay. It took several attempts of me not wearing the jacket for me to go 

back to the head coach and ask for a bigger size. I felt humiliated and embarrassed having to 

say that it didn’t fit, I didn’t ask if there was a chance they could order some female 

equivalent kit, we all know it is out there. I felt a certain pressure to accept what I was given 

and be grateful, it reinforced for me the feeling that I was in a male dominated environment 

and world. 

 

Sexism 

Knowing the Sport 

Thinking back there have been several examples of sexism that at the time I didn’t feel able 

to cope with or challenge. The first time was in a lift with four males where one of them 

asked me “what do you know about this sport, you’re a woman”. I was alone in the lift with 

four males, it shocked me, and I felt embarrassed, to be honest I didn’t know how to 

respond. I’ve learnt since how to challenge this, but I shouldn’t have to being employed as a 

sport psychologist, my CV should be enough to gain respect. As I was relatively 

inexperienced at the time this did impact on my confidence. I began to doubt myself and 

wonder ‘was he right’? 



 

A Women’s Place 

One of the more notable challenges underpinned by sexism has been around my role 

as a sport psychologist and understanding what I do and overt gender stereotyping of the 

place and position of women. So, rather than ask me, what my role was if they didn’t know, 

they assumed I was there to make the cups of tea and to tidy up. Unfortunately, this wasn’t 

just players and I was also subjected to sexist comments and remarks from the coach, once 

they asked   “why are you not in the kitchen making the tea like all women should be”; 

“women shouldn’t be involved in our sport, you should be at home, making the dinner”. 

This was in front of players, I felt humiliated and unable to defend myself in part I think due 

to my feeling of being a junior and the coach having more power and privilege. I felt that 

there was nowhere to go to raise these concerns. Whilst this occurred at the training 

ground, there have also been instances at matches. Once I was mistaken, because I was the 

only female in a room of males as the waitress and given a drinks order. Perhaps though the 

worst example of being treated as a “fragile woman” was when I thought I was part of a 

group discussion, and one of the males turned to me and said  “sorry for swearing darling, I 

forgot you were there”. This again served to reinforce the notion of being an outsider more 

importantly, it made me reflect on the use of language and why only I based on gender 

should find his comments offensive.  

 

 

Sexual Activity 

One of the worst and most difficult moments though has been around sex. I have been in 

situations where there have been overt conversations about sex, to the point of direct 

questions about whether “I got any last night”. It was early in my career, where they trying 

to shock me, reinforce hegemonic masculine status or, did they think this was acceptable? It 

was hard to know how to respond, and who to turn to – would the coach feel I couldn’t hack 

it? If I said anything would I be seen as not able to cope and how do I challenge this, did they 

do this to all support staff? The worst incident though was a male player asking me for my 

phone number to arrange a supposed meeting and then making unwanted advances. Whilst 

it was easy to ignore these and respond in a professional manner stating my role and 

professional boundaries when I did so they stopped all communication, ignored me around 



the club, and had clearly been spreading rumours about encounters to their peers. We know 

we shouldn’t have to deal with such situations, not if we are seen as professionals within 

the organisation but it was early in my career, I didn’t really know who to talk to – how 

could I broach such events with my supervisor, who was male. I did eventually talk to my 

supervisor I felt embarrassed though, they were great but perhaps maybe there should be 

conversations around these types of things in supervision. 

 

 

Doing Sport Psychology 

Gaining Respect – Being Heard and Positive Action 

One team meeting stands out to me where I shared great ideas, and then minutes later a 

male staff member would repeat the same point but as if it was their own with no mention 

of me at all. Other male parties in that meeting would strongly agree with this person’s view 

and praised him for the idea. At the time I thought this was simply because I wasn’t very 

clear on my point, however it then happened multiple times in the same meeting with the 

same group of people. Rather than reflect with my supervisor, which I know I should have 

done, I leant on peer support, through reflection it became clear that one of the challenges 

is to make myself heard, have awareness of male voice power and develop strategies to 

counteract this. On another occasion, later in my training, I witnessed a coach berating their 

players for their performance, using discriminatory language, to their players about being 

real “men”, being able to “step up to the mark” when it mattered. There was one player, 

they had their head down, shoulders hunched in a defensive mode, much like a child when 

they are chastised by their caregiver. I was shocked by this behaviour and felt a duty of care 

to the players, so I spoke to the head coach. Although they said it was planned and they 

thought it was effective, I felt more confident and explained that it might be effective short 

term but in the longer term it is detrimental to player well-fare and performance. Their final 

response was that they would not normally do this, but they just did not know how else to 

motivate the players at this point as I was further into my training I felt more confident to 

challenge the views, but getting my voice heard took time, my supervisor was great but 

perhaps doing some work around having challenging or difficult conversations would have 

helped.  

 



Delivering Sport Psychology Support 

Quite often, I had to deliver workshops in the changing room areas, which was 

where the coaches interacted with the players prior to their training sessions. It was always 

very ‘laddy’ with lots of ‘laddy’ banter. However, being female, this was uncomfortable for 

several reasons. First, to have to listen to this banter and second, to have to work in an 

environment where boys are walking around shirtless, playing off each other. I guess it is 

about respect and boundaries, what is acceptable and what is not. It was at times even 

more comfortable on match days. One of my roles was to observe team talks, more often 

than not these occurred as players where getting undressed in the changing rooms, as the 

rest of the support staff where male they obviously were not fazed by this, but for me,  I 

was acutely aware that I was the only female, and in my uncomfortable state, I loitered by 

the door rather than fully entering the room. It was as if there was a divide, a point I 

couldn’t cross and again this really made me question my role, and made me wonder 

whether  a male sport psychologist would be better suited for this role, purely based around 

the team’s culture.  Another time when in consultation with the coaching team about 

workshop topics I was asked not to speak about mental health, as apparently speaking more 

about it would make the players have mental health problems, this challenged my 

professional philosophy and also made me conscious of how player welfare and mental 

health was viewed in the sporting environment.  

 
 
 

Discussion 
 

The composite narratives produced from the practitioner stories highlight some of 

the difficulties and challenges faced by female practitioners. Critically, these experiences 

resonate with previous research.  Challenges within the environment was evidenced 

through both physical and psychological aspects. An example of the physical element in the 

male sporting environment was the lack of provision of toilets for females to use, or even a 

toilet that locked. This could demonstrate a lack of basic awareness or inclusivity for female 

staff members who are working in a male dominated environment. From a psychological 

perspective it was the feelings of recognition and acceptance as part of the support team in 

the club environment. This feeling can be integral to a sport psychologist’s confidence and 



sense of value resulting in greater effective practice. The experiences shared highlighted 

issues around team kit and that as a female there was no provision or even awareness 

regarding how, or even if, the kit would fit female support staff members. The sport 

psychologist was left feeling embarrassed and humiliated, and that they needed to be 

grateful for whatever was given to them. The environment was not facilitative of a 

conversation where they could ask for different sizes. Roper (2008) acknowledged that 

females sport psychology consultants are likely to face gender discrimination in some sports 

and this would likely be exacerbated in a highly masculine environment. Overall, the stories 

on the environment identified feelings of embarrassment, uncomfortableness, and the need 

to feel grateful to be in the environment as opposed to feeling valued, included, and 

accepting as a member of staff. It has been reflected upon that such experiences of being 

excluded or marginalised due to a hierarchical culture might have a significant negative 

influence on a person’s self-value and/or self-perception (Women in Sport, 2018; Thompson 

et al., 2015), such feelings could in some cases even lead to leaving the profession 

(Ronnestad & Skovholt, 2003).  Within the field of sport psychology there may be the sense 

of sustaining and reproducing the status quo and minimising attention to diversity and 

multiculturalism (Krane & Waldron, 2021); thus, leading to our discipline not highlighting 

and discussing issues of sex, gender identity or ED&I more broadly. Remaining passive and 

resistant to discussion will mean continued heteronormativity, and hegemonic masculinity 

in sport. 

 

Critically, in the stories captured under the theme of sexism, knowledge about what 

a sport psychologist does and their role in a male sporting environment created both 

challenges and barriers. Conversations around whether a female sport psychologist would 

or did understand is an issue that would not be faced if the sport psychologist was a male 

(Krane & Waldron, 2021). Forbes et al. (2015) highlighted that women’s involvement in male 

football culture continues to be greeted with an attitude of hostility from high-profile 

members of the practice community. With the case of Sky Pundits Richard Keys (RK) and 

Andy Gray (AG) in 2011 revealing these recorded comments during an off air discussion; 

RK:  Somebody better get down there and explain offside to her …  

AG:  Yeah I know can you believe that, a female linesman …  

 Women don't know the offside rule! (Forbes et al., 2015, p. 522) 



Forbes et al. (2015) go on to state that they were just engaging in ‘banter’, however the 

content and tone of the conversation exposed sexist ideologies about the presence of 

women in an arena which serves to maintain masculine hegemony. Furthermore, banter is 

engrained within sport and rather than being challenged there is the view that you should 

just accept it (Eubank et al., 2014; Pain & Harwood, 2004).  Conversations around the role of 

a female in male sport were commonplace, and perhaps the most humiliating experience 

for the female sport psychologist was the stereotypical assumptions that the female in the 

male professional sport must be the waitress, or the tea lady. Comments like “sorry for 

swearing darling I forgot you were there” not only were perceived as condescending, but 

also made the sport psychologist feel completed undervalued and insignificant as a member 

of staff. Lester (2008) identified that organisational cultures “shape and reinforce socially 

appropriate roles for men and women” (p. 277), and that females’ might have a tough time 

in negotiating their own identity when they first enter male-dominated cultures. Fink (2016) 

notes that sexism in sport is “commonly overt yet simultaneously unnoticed” (p. 2). Champ 

et al. (2021) supports this through another sport psychologist’s experience where they 

quoted “You must be brave, you know, being a girl and all that” (p.853). 

 

A significant cultural challenge related to open conversations around sex, and 

possible advances between athlete and practitioner; where direct questions asked to the 

sport psychologist and unwanted personal advances were something completely 

unexpected and one not usually covered in the training to be a practitioner. However, 

importantly for the individual, situations such as these can lead to question such as, was it a 

rite of passage to be accepted in this male ego environment to discuss and accept? Did they 

just need to respond to certain questions regarding sexual activity in order to fit in to the 

culture? Was this just part of the job as a female in a male dominated environment not to 

be offended by such cultural stereotypes?   Critically, supervisors in supervision meetings 

need to ensure that they are not merely focusing on competency development but help the 

practitioner develop a skill set that equips them to deal with such advances be they male or 

female.   

 

The final narrative focused on the challenges of doing of sport psychology, gaining 

respect, and delivering sport psychology. Here there were examples of female sport 



psychologists experiencing challenges in their professional opinions and expertise and in 

being heard by male staff in the sporting environment. Being heard, having equal 

opportunities to share knowledge, and having the confidence to have open, honest, and 

challenging conversations with coaches is something that develops over time, but how do 

we ensure that trainees voices are heard, and they are empowered? Dealing with difficult 

conversations and potential conflict is certainly a skill to develop for anyone. This could be 

more testing for female sport psychologists in a male dominated sporting culture, especially 

if the sport psychologist had already experienced challenges unique to them as women in 

that specific environment. Another environmental consideration unique to female in male 

sport was centred around the changing room culture. Players getting changed, lads banter 

in the changing room, both of which did make the psychologist feel uncomfortable and 

unsure of the boundaries and respect. Similar questions to other themes can be asked; Is 

this just a case of cultural intelligence and know that every practitioner, regardless of 

gender, has to be flexible to the environment they are working in, and accepting of it within 

reason? As an applied psychologist does the demands of the role simply require tolerance of 

certain aspects of any professional sporting culture, regardless of gender. 

 
 
Recommendations 

Despite many advances in the field of sport and exercise psychology graduates and 

many professionals are willing to take unpaid roles, in exchange for experience. Worryingly, 

recent findings from the culture of the sports industry indicate high levels of burnout, 

discrimination, stress, turnover, and difficulty of managing work-life balance (e.g., Dixon & 

Bruening, 2005, 2007; Taylor et al., 2019; Walker & Melton, 2015). Discrimination in the 

form of sexism has been running across our experiences as women working as trainee or 

qualified sport and exercise psychologists in male dominated sports. Not surprisingly then, 

nearly 4 in 10 women working in sport report having experienced discrimination in the 

workplace based on their sex (Women in Sport, 2018). How can our experiences be used to 

support trainee and qualified sport and exercise psychologists has guided many critical 

conversations amongst the authors and inspired this article. From the identified themes, 

three distinct areas emerged where we see we could influence creating a positive change. 

These are a) environment, b) supervision, and c) peer support.  



 

One of the narratives focuses on practitioners not being able to access satisfactory 

facilities. The Health and Safety Executive’s guideline states, that employers must provide 

adequate toilet and washing facilities, meaning that “where possible, separate facilities for 

men and women – failing that, rooms with lockable doors” (2007, p1). Thus, it would benefit 

trainee and qualified sport and exercise psychologists to be aware of these guidelines, as it 

could act as a point of reference should it need to be raised with the appropriate parties if 

the conditions are not met. For this to be achieved, a clear outline of the organisational 

structure should be requested and received by the practitioner’s first day at work, to know 

who they could contact. Additionally, the importance of a well-written contract and 

workplace conditions agreement holds its relevance here.   

 

Though the sport psychology profession has developed over time, with more sports 

teams employing full-time sport psychologists than before, many practitioners still work as 

either part-time or as occasional members of staff. Therefore, it may seem insignificant to 

some, but having the kit can increase our sense of belonging. To avoid future difficulties 

women face in male dominated sports around receiving a correct sized kit, trainee and 

qualified sport and exercise psychologists are encouraged to make this clear in their 

contract. It is hoped that this would support trainee and qualified sport and exercise 

psychologists’ sense of belonging right from the start.  

 

 The above-mentioned important purposes of a well-written contract should be 

supported by supervisors and/or the trainee or qualified sport and exercise psychologist’s 

Governing Bodies namely the BPS or BASES. The identified governing bodies are encouraged 

to provide guidance around drawing up contracts for a variety of different contexts, such as 

working with individual athletes, minors, and sports teams. These guiding documents should 

act as a starting point for conversations that supervisors must have with their supervisees 

around creating an appropriate contract when starting a new role with a sports team or 

taking on new clients. It is hoped that this would minimise some of the difficulties that could 

be experienced by practitioners. 

 



 Whilst working in a new setting, supervisors should facilitate discussions with their 

supervisees around the nature of their work experience, including the practical setting as 

well as the practitioner’s welfare. As such, supervisors have the responsibility to make sure 

that gaining experience is not at the expense of the practitioner’s welfare and mental 

health. This can be achieved by creating and fostering a psychologically safe environment 

where supervisees can voice their concerns, seek greater feedback, and feel that they can 

engage in open communication (Edmondson, 1999; Pearsall & Ellis, 2011).In order to 

facilitate development of such a safe environment supervisors need to reflect on how they 

manage the overt and covert supervisory power dynamic.  Considering but not limiting 

themselves to exploring what role their own personal and professional identity plays in the 

supervisor – supervisee relationship and how they meaningfully moderate this.  

 

 Formal and informal peer support has shown to be an invaluable tool for sport and 

exercise psychologists to navigate through difficulties (McCormack et al., 2015). Many 

trainees have access to peer supervision through their training routes; thus, they are 

encouraged to draw on this support. It is hoped that through such a process, peers could 

offer practical advice, express similarities experienced and offer emotional support. This 

could positively influence a change in the culture of sport psychology by creating a better 

understanding amongst peers and identifying a uniform approach in handling such 

difficulties.  

  

Furthermore, we encourage men to become allies against sexism in the sport 

industry by taking an active role in confronting such prejudice or discriminatory acts. To 

achieve this, men must first be aware of sexism against women (Drury, & Kaiser, 2014). 

Thus, peer supervision could act as a safe place to demonstrate female practitioners’ 

experiences to male practitioners. It is then hoped that by being aware of some of the 

behaviours, it would increase men’s awareness of such challenges.  

 

Future work  

When working as SEPs, we must consider the wider cultural context of sport, which, 

despite efforts by various feminist movements, is still considered a “gendered institution” 

(Roper, 2008, p.408) where men hold the most powerful positions and women the least. 



This male dominance is seen across a range of disciplines beyond sport and exercise 

psychology, from athletic training (Walk, 2000), coaching administration (Acosta & 

Carpenter, 2004) and coaching (Kamphoff, 2008). In the media women are also represented 

differently with the focus often on the appearances and heterosexual relations of athletes 

rather than their talent and athleticism (Fink, 2015). This gendered institution, reflects a 

binary out-dated view of gender where, depending on cultural regulation, time, and context 

certain qualities such as: strength, competitiveness and independence are considered 

masculine (Krane, 2001). Whereas white heterosexual characteristics such as: emotional, 

gentle, maternal, dependent, compassionate (Aimar et al., 2004) are typically associated 

with being female, although we recognise this is culturally dependent. It follows that sport is 

typically associated with such masculine qualities and thus individuals can experience 

discrimination, oppression, and social punishment when they do not conform to such 

stereotypes (Bornstein, 2012). For example, in the United Kingdom, a Women in Sport 

survey (WIS, 2018) reported that 38% of women experienced gender discrimination in their 

workplace, compared to 21% for men. In football, a survey highlighted that 61.9% of women 

had experienced sexist “banter” and 14.8% had been sexually harassed (WIF, 2016). The 

challenge therein lies for marginalised groups working in this domain, such as female sport 

and exercise psychologists, to determine either how to work in an already paratracheal 

system, or to re-write the narrative completely. The following quote from Yambor and 

Connelly (1991) still resonates today “simply attempting to combat the problem by 

becoming “one of the boys,” constantly presenting credentials that prove we are 

knowledgeable and competent in a traditional male setting or waiting patiently for the 

system to change is not the answer. Gender equity will not happen by itself we need to 

work for it and speak out against discriminations" (p. 311). We agree and believe that sexual 

discrimination in sport should be called out by everyone to co-create a narrative that rejects 

sexism in sport. This includes both hostile and benevolent sexism i.e., where individuals are 

either punished when deviating from prescribed gender norms or rewarded when they 

comply with such gender norms (Glick, 2013).  

 

For this to happen, several steps need to be taken, we highlight only a few. Firstly, 

education is required for all to promote awareness of the complexity of sexism and highlight 

how individual and collective behaviours may serve to force individuals to comply with 



prescribed gender roles. Those seemingly innocuous patronizing behaviours or compliments 

which work to disempower women should be challenged in equal measure. 

 

Secondly, SEPs, need to educate themselves and others on the role of gender 

identity in sport. We would argue, in line with Butler (2004) that masculinity and femininity 

are social constructs which do not exclusively belong to male or female bodies (Plester, 

2015). Rather men can perform femininity much like women can demonstrate masculinity, 

and the way that is expressed is bound to the lived experience of an individual which exists 

within an ever-changing socio-political and cultural context. In short, gender is a relational, 

dynamic, and complex process (Gill, 2010) which co-exists with several additional identity 

characteristics. Furthermore, SEPs need to be conscious of their own gender identity 

development, and how this may influence their ways of working with others. This is 

important for everyone, especially for supervisors, as they are the main support system for 

trainee psychologists and required to create a psychologically safe environment for all 

experiences to be shared without fear of negative consequences. This means supervisors 

should be held accountable to attending further training and learning on the topic of sexual 

discrimination in sport. They need to be supported by the wider institutions, such as BASES, 

BPS to not only provide this, but also to create a way of reporting and supporting 

psychologists through experiences of sexual discrimination, both at the trainee and 

supervisory level.  

 

Finally, given that the number of women in the field of sport and exercise psychology 

is growing (Acosta & Carpenter, 2014), the literature must reflect this with more studies 

examining not only the experience of female sport psychology consultants, but also what 

sport institutions are doing to intervene and promote gender equality within their systems. 

This could help to advance understanding of what is helping to move the gender narrative 

forward and what is not. 

 

Conclusions 

We hope through the composite narratives presented within this paper along with 

the future work and recommendations we provide a platform for debate about the 

challenges faced by female practitioners and have provided a means for supervisors to open 



conversations with their trainees about critical aspects that they may not have thought 

about. We recognise that what we present here is not the complete picture by any means 

but a starting point in understanding female practitioners’ experiences and is based on the 

stories of white cisgender practitioners. However, more work is needed, repeating the 

process, and creating composite narratives from practitioners of different ethnic 

backgrounds, sexuality and disability will serve to both educate and inform policy change. 
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Figure 1 – Schematic Diagram of Themes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


