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requires a careful review of how positions 
throughout the organisation are fi lled to 
ensure a continuous fl ow of excellent but 
diverse talent all the way up. This involves 
developing appropriate tactics (specifi c 
campaigns and initiatives) and strategy (taking 
a planned path based on agreed priorities and 
principles).

Look downstream

A key recurring message from this research 
was the need to go downstream. At a very 
basic level, this can be about ensuring that 
there are enough women to begin with. In 
an article for the Wall Street Journal7, Petra 
Einarsson, having recently been promoted to 
President in a major Scandinavian technology 
company observed, “To get more women at 
the top, you need to start at the bottom. If 
there should be quotas introduced anywhere, 
it should be in the recruitment, at entry level, 
so that there are more women to choose from 
when fi lling a management position.” 

Developing the pipeline further down 
means supporting women who may still be 
several rungs away from reaching this level 
on the ladder. This is not about off ering 
special treatment, but nurturing people to 
encourage them to think more boldly about 
their own future path. Women, particularly 
at lower levels, can need that ‘special tap on 
the shoulder’ to help them to see their own 
potential and fi nd ways to grow professionally.  
Many of our interviewees were able to name 
individuals who had acted as mentors and 
supporters throughout their career, helping 
them to move forward. Others acknowledged 
that if they had had more support, they might 
have had the confi dence – and made the time - 
to apply for more senior positions earlier.
 
“Women don’t necessarily proactively 
look for roles. It is time consuming to look 
for positions and women have more time 
commitments. They need to be tempted in.”

Build confi dence through training

Training not only sends a signal to women 
that they could set their sights higher, it also 
helps them to develop the skills (and thus the 
confi dence) that they can go for it.  Looking 
beyond sport, a recent report from Manpower, 
‘When Women Lead, Businesses Do Better’, 
suggested that women need more help in 
continuing to grow and develop the right 

skills. “Many research participants said they 
had not received any education early in their 
working lives about the types of skills and 
experiences that would be helpful to their 
career progression. Instead, they had reached 
middle-management levels and found they 
lacked the necessary expertise to progress 
further, by which point family responsibilities 
or over-qualifi cation made it diffi  cult to fi nd 
positions that would give them the necessary 
experience.” 

Co-opting roles

Another way to develop the required expertise 
lower down is to co-opt women onto 
committees.  It allows women to get a feel 
for what goes on at this level and to develop 
into the role, rather than struggle later to 
leap into the unknown. Moreover, it acts as a 
valuable way to get over the hurdle of lack of 
experience, as one interviewee told us:

“Getting the fi rst Board position is hard but 
important as most people want experience. 
But there are ways to get over that because 
many Board sub-committees co-opt people, 
for instance to get HR or accountancy 
expertise in.” 

Proactive succession planning

Fixed term positions encourage organisations 
to think more pro-actively about the future 
vacancies they know will be coming up. We 
would argue that succession planning should 
be part of any well run organisation! 

In sport, valuable talent also needs to be 
identifi ed early on and held onto.  But this 
type of proactive talent management appears 
to be rare in sport, as one interviewee told us:

“[We] do not have succession planning. 
We don’t use our regions or counties well 
to scout for us. For example, where do the 
members of our Youth Advisory Group go? 
Why are they not encouraged to be on the 
Board?” 

3) Fair and transparent recruitment

How recruitment itself takes place is an 
important factor. Recruitment should follow 
a rigorous and robust process, not be about 
informal chats and ‘jobs for the boys’. 
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throughout the journey. As a recruiter for 
the sector put it, “There need to be clearer 
pathways – people need to know how to 
progress through the ranks, what they have 
to do.” 

“Right the way up the pipeline you need role 
models that girls and women aspire to. You 
need to make sure that the stepping stones 
are in place right through the pipeline. You 
do need these high profi le people but it’s 
the people along the way who make the 
diff erence.”

Gender-neutral mentors

Many of our interviewees talked about the 
great support they received from individuals 
throughout their careers. They highlighted the 
fact that these important people were not only 
women, but often men, who had recognised 
their talent and worked with them to ensure 
they made the most of their potential. We feel 
there is also room for ‘women-only’ initiatives, 
which can be very helpful in creating a safe 
space for women to build their confi dence 
and ask questions they do not feel would be 
appropriate in a more public setting. 

Networks

Many support networks, both informal and 
formal, are already in place. 

•  Women in Sport runs the Women’s Sport 
Network, a subscription-based membership 
group consisting primarily of women working 
in or towards careers in sport, particularly 
those with aspirations for leadership. The 
network off ers a variety of events and 
opportunities to hear the latest insights on 
topics related to leadership and women’s 
sport, as well as meet others in the sector, 
including sport’s fi rst peer-to-peer mentoring 
programme, delivered by Women Ahead.

•  Outside the sector, there are groups - such 
as Women on Boards, mentioned by a 
number of our interviewees - which organise 
workshops, courses and other such events. 

“Over the last three to four years there are a 
number of NGBs that have started working 
more collaboratively so peer support from 
other sports has been really helpful.” 

Networking is also taking place as a result of 
the fact that organisations are working more 
closely together. We have to ensure that these 

meetings and new 
supportive relationships 
build, and that the 
development of networks is 
not left to chance. 

PAYBACK 
FOR GETTING 
IT RIGHT
As our interviewees frequently mentioned, 
there is a growing body of evidence that 
confi rms the value of investing time and 
eff ort into ensuring a fair system for fi nding 
and promoting the best talent. These cross-
sector studies show that benefi ts can accrue, 
both in hard terms (a correlation between 
increased female senior presence and 
fi nancial performance) and soft terms (better 
approaches to decision-making and risk-
taking). These benefi ts apply equally to the 
world of sport.

Get the best catch

By taking steps to ensure the talent pool 
is fi lled with candidates who are there on 
merit, rather than based on longevity and 
connections, NGBs are more likely to get 
top quality people onto their boards. We 
also believe passionately in the importance 
of bringing the right skills into our sports 
organisations to make them ‘future fi t’. Taking 
a skills-based approach to recruitment means 
increasingly important skills needs, such as 
expertise in digital media, fundraising and HR, 
can be addressed. 

Develop more representative views

With greater diversity in candidates also 
comes the benefi t of greater diversity in 
outlook. We can avoid the risk of “group 
think”. Having the chance to benefi t from a 
wider range of diff erent backgrounds and 
experiences means a more balanced and 
representative view on matters.

“If you don’t have diversity, then you just 
think as the people around the board 
table think. If you diversify by bringing in 
individuals that represent the society that we 
live in, it gives you a more grounded, more 
holistic, more rounded perspective.”
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Though there was uncertainty about whether 
formal proof for this exists, some of our 
interviewees also felt that having more women 
as senior decision makers could potentially 
impact the sports participation gap between 
men and women at the grass roots level. 
Having women at the top can increase the 
chance that women’s needs as customers are 
taken into account.

“Board members infl uence the strategic 
direction of the sport and so female board 
members can infl uence what programmes are 
funded and ensure that these programmes 
are equitable, which in turn should encourage 
more participation.”

Foster reasoned debate

Studies show that women tend to approach 
discussions and decision-making with more 
emphasis on reviewing the evidence, allowing 
others to share their opinions and encouraging 
a more balanced way of thinking.

This ability to infl uence debate rather than 
directly control is particularly useful in the 
world of sports administration. NGBs have an 
important role to play in setting guidelines and 
structures which help their affi  liated clubs to 
best serve their members. However, we must 
all recognise that their infl uence is limited. If 
boards are making decisions in a way which 
has involved listening and reasoned debate, 
there is greater chance of all involved being 
satisfi ed with the fi nal outcomes and being 
more likely to comply.

Leveraging its own momentum

We believe that once the process is under 
way and the system established, organisations 
will fi nd it easier to build momentum around 
increased female representation at senior 
levels. Attitudes and cultures change and 
women are more likely to apply if they see 
other women at senior levels, as we have 
seen in organisations outside sport. Building 
this momentum is particularly important for 
smaller NGBs whom we have seen might 
struggle from a practical perspective due 
to limited resources. Furthermore, a more 
effi  cient and eff ective co-ordinated and 
collaborative approach avoids organisations 
potentially falling through the cracks.

This research has led to our ‘Checklist for 
Change’, summarising the practical ideas for 
Women in Sport to work on with the sector 
and to become a tool for NGBs and others 
to use as a shortcut to improving gender 
diversity at board level.
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METHODOLOGY
As in previous years, in 2015 Women in Sport 
ran an online survey to audit the levels of 
female representation on boards and executive 
teams in sports organisations in the UK, 
including the presence of women in the roles 
of CEO and Chair. The audit was completed 
by all National Governing Bodies (NGBs) 
that are funded by Sport England, a group 
of NGBs that are funded by UK Sport and do 
not receive funding from Sport England, plus 
some additional sports organisations that are 
funded by UK Sport. These additional sports 
organisations were included in order to obtain 
a full understanding of female representation 
within publicly funded organisations. 

In addition to the audit, Women in Sport was 
able to carry out extensive desk research as 
well as 22 in-depth interviews with people 
in senior roles within the sector. The people 
we spoke with included Chairs, CEOs, senior 
level staff  such as Development Directors, 
and board members. We also conducted 
interviews with people working in senior roles 
and with board positions outside of NGBs and 

sports organisations. The 
majority of the interviewees 
were women. The interviews 
were all 45-60 minutes long 
and all were recorded with the 
permission of the interviewee. The 
data gathered from the interviews is 
cited throughout the report but for the 
majority of cases is not attributed to a 
named source. A list of interviewees is set 
out below and Women in Sport thanks them 
all for volunteering their time and views for 
this important study. 

When we analysed the data, we examined 
NGBs as a group on their own as we have 
previously audited this group and therefore 
could compare the results to identify trends 
and change over time. We also analysed this 
year’s data as a whole, incorporating NGBs 
and other organisations in order to achieve a 
fuller understanding of the status of women in 
senior roles throughout the sector. 

Sport

Name Organisation Role (at the time of the interview)

Nicole Sapstead UK Anti-Doping CEO

Georgina Usher British Fencing CEO

Prof Elizabeth Hall Disability Snowsport UK Chairman

Sally Munday England Hockey Chief Executive

Susan Cooper Bowls Development Alliance Development Director

Vicky Annis England Netball Director of Finance and Corporate 
Resources

Genevieve Glover Rugby Football Union Independent Member, Nominations 
Committee

Clare Connor England and Wales Cricket Board Head of England Women’s Cricket

Lisa Wainwright Volleyball England Chief Executive

Karen Neale England Athletics Non Executive Director

Kelly Simmons The Football Association Director for Participation and 
Development at the FA

Emma Boggis Sport and Recreation Alliance Chief Executive

Sue Hornby British Canoeing Development Director

Alison Howard Rounders England CEO

Jenny Fromer Baseball Softball UK Joint CEO and Head of Operations

Jane Allen British Gymnastics CEO

Annamarie Phelps British Rowing Chairman

Tim Hollingsworth British Paralympic Association CEO

Jan Paterson British Olympic Association Chairman

Kit Taylor PSD Group Head of Global Sport

Non-sport

Helen Owers PZ Cussons plc, Informa plc, Wragge 
& Co, Eden Project

Non Executive Director

Helena Morrissey Newton Investment Management CEO
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Archery GB 17% 50% 28% Yes

ASA 5,6 Yes 25% 33% 27%

Badminton England 18% 33% 21% Yes

Baseball Softball UK Yes 31% 25% 29%

Basketball England 5 30% 60% 40%

BMC  5 22% 25% 23%

Boccia England Yes 56% 50% 55% Yes

Bowls Development Alliance 5,7 29% 0% 29% Yes

British Canoeing 10% 100% 36% Yes

British Cycling 17% 13% 15%

British Equestrian Federation 5 60% 75% 67% Yes

British Fencing Yes 38% 67% 44% Yes Yes

British Gymnastics Yes 42% 33% 40%

British Judo 5 23% 20% 22%

British Orienteering 30% 67% 44% Yes

British Rowing Yes 23% 20% 22%

British Shooting 23% 67% 31% Yes

British Triathlon10 20% - -

British Water Ski & Wakeboard 30% 100% 36% Yes Yes

British Weightlifting 18% 25% 20%

British Wheelchair Basketball 5 33% 33% 33% Yes

British Wrestling8 11% 0% 8%

EMDP Yes 83% 60% 76% Yes

England and Wales Cricket 
Board 

14% 23% 19%

England Athletics 27% 17% 24%

England Boxing 5 25% 33% 27%

England Golf Partnership 30% 0% 25%

England Handball 5 20% 50% 33% Yes

England Hockey Yes 21% 25% 22%

England Netball Yes Yes 91% 80% 88% Yes Yes

England Squash & Racketball 5 25% 25% 25%

English Lacrosse Yes 58% 57% 58% Yes

The Football Association 9 8% 30% 18% Yes

GB Taekwondo 20% 67% 38%

GBWR 5 30% 100% 42% Yes Yes

Goalball UK 17% 67% 33% Yes Yes

Lawn Tennis Association 40% 13% 28%

Pentathlon GB 17% 60% 29% Yes
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RFL 17% 29% 23%

Rounders England Yes 44% 25% 38%

Rugby Football Union 21% 43% 29%

RYA YES 33% 14% 25%

Snowsport England 30% 0% 30% Yes

Table Tennis England YES YES 42% 75% 50% Yes

Triathlon England 5 18% 75% 33%

UK Athletics 33% - -

Volleyball England 5 YES 15% 33% 19% Yes

Sport England and/or UK Sport 
funded NGBs  (2015)

9 7 30% 40% 33% 18 9

Sport England and/or UK Sport 
funded NGBs  (2014)

10 5 27% 42% 32% 15 8

Change since 2014 -1 2 3% -2% 1% 3 1

UK SPORT FUNDED SPORTS 
ORGANISATIONS

British Amateur Boxing 
Association

8% 0% 8%

British Bobsleigh & Skeleton 
Association 5, 11

11% 0% 8%

British Curling 5 29% 33% 31%

British Disabled Fencing 
Association  5

57% 71% 64% Yes

British Ski and Snowboard 9% 50% 15%

British Table Tennis Association 
for People with Disabilities 
(BTTAD) 8

YES 33% 33% 33%

Disability Shooting Great Britain 
Ltd

20% 0% 20%

DSUK YES YES 20% 83% 44%

Great Britain Boccia Federation 
5, 7

N/A 29% 25% 27%

National Ice Skating Association 
of Great Britain & N.I.

38% 75% 50% Yes

British Athletes Commission YES 57% 0% 57%

British Paralympic Association 5 20% 50% 31% Yes

English Institute of Sport 27% 50% 33%

Sport Resolutions 33% 0% 31%

sportscoach UK 1 40% 75% 50%

ALL NGBs AND PARTNERS 
(2015)

10 10 29% 43% 33% 19 11
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NOTES:      
 
In 2014 we published a table of 45 Sport 
England and UK Sport joint-funded NGBs. This 
year we have collected data for UK Sport sole-
funded NGBs and partners as well.   
    
Where comparisons are made with last year’s 
data, where possible, we have used exactly 
the same NGBs who provided data previously. 
We have removed RFU, Triathlon England and 
England Boxing from the trends as they did not 
supply data in 2014.    

1.  Chief Executive or equivalent role  
2.  All who sit on the top tier of governance 

including executive positions (such as Chief 
Executive) and non-executive positions 
(trustee positions). Voting rights vary by 
NGB 

3.  For the purpose of this report these fi gures 
include the senior management and heads of 
committees and excludes the Chief Executive

4.  Some NGBs may have a number of 
Performance and Development Directors. 
If they have more than one and at least one 
is female, it has been acknowledged here in 
the list     

5.  These NGBs do not include a CEO as part of 
their offi  cial board complement. However, for 
the purpose of consistency, we have added 
their CEO to their total board fi gure

6.  ASA has two boards: the ASA Group Board 
and the Sport Governing Board. The results 
in this table are for the ASA Group Board. At 
the time of writing their Deputy Chair, who is 
female, is acting as their interim Chair

7.  Bowls Development Alliance is led by the 
Development Director not a CEO; GB Boccia 
Federation does not have a CEO  

8.  BTTAD and British Wrestling both have 
vacancies for posts.   

9.  The fi gures for leadership team is based on 
the FA Senior Management Team 

10. At the time of data collection, no response 
was provided for Executive Leadership 
positions, however recent data shows that 
3 out of 5 positions at British Triathlon were 
held by women at this time.

11.  Data relating to Executive Leadership 
Team accurate at time of collection. Two 
subsequent female appointments to the 
Executive Leadership Team mean this fi gure 
is now 40%.     
 

 - information not available    
   
Data correct as at 1st August 2015   
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