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Abstract 
Gender disparity in employment remains a pervasive global issue, and 

the sport and physical activity (SPA) sector is no exception. Despite a 

notable increase in women’s sport participation in recent years, this 

growth has not yet fully translated into significant strides toward gender 

parity in employment, as men continue to hold most SPA-related 

occupations.  This study investigated the persistent gender inequalities in 

the SPA industry, focusing on the Madrid region in Spain.  A survey was 

conducted with 400 SPA professionals—102 women and 298 men—to 

examine occupational representation, employment pathways, 

employment determinants, contractual arrangements, salary 

differentials, and organisational affiliations. The findings confirm the 

underrepresentation of women across all domains of SPA employment, 

especially in sport coaching for competition.  The results showed that 

recruitment and hiring of women rely primarily on curriculum vitae 

reviews or public examinations, unlike their male counterparts who lean 

on their social networks or personal referrals to secure employment in 

the SPA sector.  Findings also revealed that men hold a substantial 

proportion of formal and informal contracts, including non-contracted 

jobs, affirming their dominance in both ends of the SPA contractual 

employment spectrum. Moreover, the study indicated that women often 

face unfavourable work conditions, including extended working hours 

and salary differentials. Informed by institutional theory and 

intersectionality, the discussion highlights the entrenched structures, 

norms, and practices that reinforce the marginalisation of women based 

on overlapping identities, sustaining employment practices and outcomes 

over time. Initiatives are proposed to strengthen equitability and 

transparency in hiring practices, increase job security, and improve work 

conditions, enabling organisations and institutions in Madrid to mobilise 

resources and programmes that foster gender parity in the SPA sector. 

By advocating gender-informed initiatives that challenge embedded 

norms and biases, recommendations may be adapted to diverse contexts 

and cultures where similar gender disparities exist in SPA industries 

worldwide. 
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Introduction 
The urgency of achieving gender parity in 

sport and physical activity (SPA) is 

reinforced by its widespread impact on 

society, particularly on providing services 

that depend on the effective engagement of 

SPA professionals (Campos-Izquierdo, 

2019).  Achieving gender equality in SPA is 

not just a matter of fairness but a crucial step 

toward creating a more inclusive and 

empowering environment for women 

employees. It ensures that their knowledge, 

skills, perspectives, approaches and 

contributions are fully recognised and valued 

in enhancing the quality of services offered 

while fostering a collaborative effort to 

promote community health. A diverse SPA 

workforce can address various needs and 

preferences, improving accessibility and 

engagement for all societal groups. However, 

despite laudable advances in promoting 

gender equality in sport and physical activity, 

empirical evidence suggests a persistent 

gender disparity that demands urgent 

attention and concerted efforts (Guinto et al., 

2021; López de D'Amico & González-

Rivera, 2021).  Literature underscores a 

prevailing trend wherein men continue to 

outnumber women in the SPA labour market, 

a pattern resistant to change despite the 

growth of the SPA industry and its associated 

employment opportunities (López de 

D'Amico & González-Rivera, 2021). 

The pursuit of gender parity in sport has 

gained a solid foothold on the European and 

global political agendas, particularly with 

gender equality as one of the priorities of the 

2030 Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) (López de D'Amico & González-

Rivera, 2021).  The Brighton Plus Helsinki 

2014 Declaration on Women and Sport 

augments this commitment, targeting 

organisations involved in the various facets 

of sport and physical activity (International 

Working Group, 2014).  Legislative 

initiatives further assert the importance of 

gender equality in sport.  The White Paper on 

Sport (Commission of the European 

Communities, 2007), as one of the European 

Commission's main contributions to the 

theme of sport and its role in the daily lives 

of the European Union (EU) citizens, called 

on member states to promote media coverage 

of women's sporting activities, encouraging 

the emergence of women role models, career 

opportunities of women in sport-related 

areas, and appointment in decision-making 

positions. It also opened future perspectives 

for sport at the EU level (European Union, 

2017). In the Madrid region of Spain, the Law 

6/2016 of 24 November was instituted to 

govern the exercise of sports professions, 

obligating professionals to champion 

effective equality for women in sport and 

prevent discrimination at all levels. 

Despite global campaigns, legislative 

developments, and international conferences 

advocating for gender equality in physical 

education (PE) and sport, a glaring 

underrepresentation of women appears at all 

levels, from participation to employment 

(Benn et al., 2016; López de D'Amico et al., 

2021; López de D'Amico & González-

Rivera, 2021).  The Council of the European 

Union (2014), in its conclusion on 'Gender 

equality in sport,' encouraged sport 

organisations to address gender imbalances 

in executive boards, committees, manage-

ment, and coaching roles.  However, gender 

inequalities remain, transcending mere 

representation to encompass broader issues, 

particularly within the SPA sector.  Women 

continue to face challenges ranging from 

lower wages and job insecurity to limited 

opportunities for promotion and fewer 

women mentors (Kubayi et al., 2017; Alfaro 

et al., 2013; Viñas & Vilanova, 2014).  While 

the SPA labour market is expanding and 

diversifying, researchers reveal a constant 

underrepresentation of women, not only in 

Spain but also across Europe and globally 

(Acosta & Carpenter, 2014; Campos-
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Izquierdo et al., 2016; Joseph & Anderson, 

2016; Pippos, 2017; Kane & LaVoi, 2018; 

European Observatoire of Sport and 

Employment, 2022).  Data extracted by 

Eurostat (2024) confirms that men 

outnumber women in sport employment and 

that this gender gap has increased since 2011. 

Studies on the working conditions of 

women SPA professionals are scarce, 

limiting data-informed policies and 

programmes to enhance participation, 

employment and leadership opportunities for 

women.  Researchers have identified 

challenges such as the gender wage gap, job 

insecurity, salaries, working hours, and 

contract types, particularly in roles such as 

sports trainer and sports director (Alfaro et 

al., 2013; Viñas & Vilanova, 2014; Kubayi et 

al., 2017). An examination of men's 

recruitment and selection processes in the 

SPA industry affirmed their reliance on 

acquaintances and impressions in addition to 

qualifications, potentially marginalising 

women in organisations predominantly led 

by men (Campos-Izquierdo & González-

Rivera, 2010).  Similarly, an analysis of 12 

SPA occupations in Spain found that 

occupations such as sport coach, SPA 

manager, personal trainer, and extra-

curricular PE teacher exhibited higher 

percentages of men than women (Campos-

Izquierdo et al., 2016).  The study noted that 

the role of sport animator was the sole 

occupation in which women outnumbered 

men, accounting for 52% of the workforce. 

Micro and Macro Views of Gender Disparity 

in SPA 

In examining gender disparities in SPA, the 

macro-level analysis of institutional theory 

and the micro-level analysis of 

intersectionality theory can be integrated to 

explore how formal and informal structures, 

policies, and norms intertwine with 

overlapping social identities—such as 

gender, race, class, status and age—to shape 

systemic inequalities. This combined 

approach allows the research to address 

complex phenomena for a broader 

understanding of how sociocultural 

mechanisms disadvantage and privilege 

people according to their intersecting 

identities. 

From the lens of institutional theory, 

persistent gender disparity in SPA may be 

understood by investigating the foundational 

role of institutional factors in shaping 

opportunities, policies, and norms. It defines 

institutions as composed of “more-or-less 

taken-for-granted repetitive social behaviour 

that is underpinned by normative systems and 

cognitive understandings that give meaning 

to social exchange, thus self-reproducing 

social order” (Greenwood et al., 2008, pp. 4-

5). Recognised for its versatility and 

applicability in the context of sport 

(Robertson et al., 2022), the theory addresses 

individual, organisational, and systemic 

dynamics in disparity.  Scott (2014)  

emphasised the enduring aspects of 

institutions’ structures—rules, routines, and 

norms—becoming standard practices that are 

not only expected but also considered normal 

or unavoidable. However, he stressed the 

importance of shifting the focus of analysis 

from institutional structures to processes to 

explore how institutions enable and constrain 

human agency, emphasising their dynamic 

and reciprocal relationship (Jakobsen, 2014). 

In particular, the theory elucidates how 

formal and informal structures—such as 

regulations, norms, practices and routines—

evolve into authoritative frameworks that 

shape and regulate social behaviour. Walker 

and colleagues (2017) assert that examining 

institutionalised sport practices offers insight 

into the enduring overrepresentation of male 

leadership within sport organisations. In the 

context of SPA employment, institutional 

theory provides a suitable lens to investigate 

how prevalent organisational norms, 

professional standards, hiring practices, and 
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cultural expectations contribute to the 

underrepresentation of women. These formal 

and informal structures often benefit 

conventional networks and career pathways 

for men, fortifying gender disparities despite 

explicit societal and policy-level allegiance 

to equality.  

From the perspective of intersectionality 

theory, systemic inequalities within SPA may 

be analysed by examining how individuals’ 

multiple identities intersect to create 

simultaneous discrimination and privilege 

related to gender, race, class and other 

categories of identity as social processes 

(Kelly et al., 2021). For example, a married 

woman with children may face compounded 

biases related to her gender and marital and 

parental status, particularly in hiring or 

promotion processes within SPA 

organisations. Conversely, a white, non-

disabled, heterosexual man in a leadership 

position may afford him greater access to 

resources, opportunities, and decision-

making power, often without the need to 

overcome the same barriers faced by those 

with marginalised intersecting identities 

(e.g., black person with a disability, 

homosexual, rank-and-file). Intersectionality 

has long been utilised as a framework to 

analyse the complex interconnection of social 

categories in investigating marginalisation; 

however, Kimberlé Crenshaw is 

acknowledged for articulating the term to 

position the Black feminist critique of 

experiences in the interconnection of gender 

and race (Crenshaw, 1989,1991). Since then, 

intersectionality has been applied in SPA 

research to consider how multiple social 

categories intersect and influence each other 

in creating disparities among individuals and 

communities (Lee et al., 2023; Lim et al., 

2021; Sone et al., 2024; Young et al., 2024). 

Specifically, intersectionality considers 

how institutional policies, presumably 

designed to be neutral, disproportionately 

disadvantage individuals with intersecting 

marginalised identities, such as single 

mothers or older women in SPA roles. It also 

examines how socioeconomic class, marital 

and parental status interlink with gender, 

creating barriers to educational qualifications 

or professional networks that are 

prerequisites to SPA employment. Moreover, 

it investigates how perceptions and 

stereotypes tied to overlapping identities 

reinforce disparity, as in the case of LGBTQ+ 

women in leadership positions due to 

heteronormative and patriarchal prejudices 

(Best, 2019; Shamloo et al., 2022; 

Stephenson, 2020). 

This study investigated the trends in 

recruitment, employment pathways, salary 

differentials, working conditions, and 

organisational affiliations between genders in 

the Madrid region of Spain. Using 

institutional theory, it explored how formal 

and informal organisational structures, 

policies, and norms may explain persistent 

gender disparities in  SPA employment. By 

incorporating intersectionality, the study also 

examined how simultaneous social identities, 

such as gender, class, status, education or 

age, may intertwine in shaping SPA 

employment experiences and outcomes. This 

integrated approach informed key areas for 

reform to advance employment equity in the 

SPA sector. 

Methodology 
Location of the Study 

Madrid, the central capital of Spain, is an 

autonomous community occupying 8,028 

km2 and housing 6,750,336 residents, making 

it one of the most densely populated regions 

in the country. According to the latest figures 

published by the National Statistics Institute 
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(2023), the gender distribution comprises 

3,520,182 (52.14%) women and 3,230,154 

(47.86%) men. The sport system in the 

Community of Madrid is a product of the 

collaboration between the public and private 

sectors to promote and develop physical and 

sporting activities among its residents. In the 

public sector, various regional and local 

entities are involved in the organisation and 

development of sport in the region (National 

Council of Spain, 2005).  

The sport industry in Spain is a major 

driver of employment at the national level. 

For every million euros generated, the 

industry creates 12.4 jobs, 30% higher than 

the national average. Gyms and sport 

facilities are particularly impactful, 

generating 42 and 23 jobs per million euros 

in revenue, respectively. These figures are 

drawn from the 2020 Thermometer of the 

Sports Ecosystem in Spain report (Manca et 

al., 2020), based on data from the National 

Statistics Institute (INE, 2023). Although 

these numbers appear impressive on the 

national scale, an investigation of sport and 

SDGs in Spain reveals that the achievement 

of SDG 5 (Gender Equality) in sport remains 

stalled with the persistence of male 

dominance in the field (Campillo-Sánchez et 

al., 2021). 

Spain ranks fourth in the EU on the 2023 

Gender Equality Index with a score of 76.4 

out of 100, exceeding the EU average by 6.2 

points (European Institute for Gender Equity, 

2023). Spain’s score has risen by 10 points 

since 2010, driven primarily by significant 

progress in the domains of power (+28.5 

points) and time (+9.6 points). Its score 

improved by 1.8 points between 2020 and 

2023, pushing its rank by two places to 

fourth. Despite these advancements, 

inequalities remain most pronounced in the 

work domain, where the country scores 75.4 

points and ranks 17th in the EU, dropping five 

places since 2020. The sub-domain of 

participation, with a score of 82.3, presents 

the greatest area for improvement, placing 

Spain 22nd in the EU. In contrast, the sub-

domain of segregation and quality of work 

shows stronger performance, with a score of 

69.0 points and a ninth rank. Although 

analysts suggest that the narrowing of the gap 

across the EU could reflect progress in 

countries previously lagging, Spain’s need to 

address the gender disparity in the domain of 

work demands attention. 

Sample 

This study investigated the SPA occupations 

of 400 participants residing in Madrid by 

employing a survey methodology.  The 

occupational categories utilised in the survey 

were drawn from those identified in the 

research of Campos Izquierdo et al. (2016).  

A multi-stage probabilistic sampling 

approach was implemented to recruit 

participants.  Stratification was performed 

across several layers, covering the 

geographical areas within the Community of 

Madrid, municipalities, sports facilities, and 

participant demographics.  Within each layer, 

random sampling was conducted, with 

proportional allocation based on the size of 

the geographic area represented by each 

municipality. 

The absence of a comprehensive census 

of SPA professionals in Madrid made it 

challenging to estimate the representative 

sample size accurately.  To compute the 

adequate sample size of the SPA workforce, 

we presupposed the target population to be 

infinite or very large (Rodríguez-Osuna, 

2002).  Assuming a population variance of p 

and q = 50, the margin of error for this study 

was set at 5%, with a confidence level of 

95.5% and a probability interval of 2%.  This 

sampling approach was adopted to ensure 

robust and statistically reliable findings 

concerning SPA occupations in the Madrid 

region. 

Participants were selected using multi-

stage probability sampling with stratification 
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applied at sequential levels: from the 

Community of Madrid area to municipalities, 

sports facilities, and individual participants. 

Random sampling at each stage ensured 

proportional representation based on the 

geographical size of municipalities, with all 

municipalities included within each stratum 

defined by territory size and habitat. This 

approach ensured comprehensive geo-

graphical coverage, enhancing sample 

representativeness. Inclusion criteria 

required participants to be professionals in 

SPA roles within Madrid’s sport facilities. 

Exclusion criteria omitted individuals 

without formal SPA responsibilities or those 

outside selected facilities. A listing of 

Madrid's SPA professionals was generated 

through sport facility visits. Once the sports 

facilities in the municipalities were randomly 

selected from the pool, the person providing 

SPA services was invited for the interview. 

Participation in the study was purely 

voluntary; thus, additional participants from 

the listing were recruited following the initial 

refusals.   

Data Collection 

Data were collected over a year by a research 

assistant (RA) with a degree in Physical 

Activity and Sport Sciences. Before the data 

collection stage, the RA underwent extensive 

training in conducting structured interviews 

using the survey questionnaire. The 

Committee on the Ethics of Experimentation 

Research and Animal Experimentation at an 

accredited university granted ethical 

approval for this research.  

Instrument 

The original PROAFIDE questionnaire 

(Campos-Izquierdo, 2011) comprised 57 

items, categorised into five sections: (1) 

Socio-demographic characteristics, (2) PAS 

functions, (3) Professional performance 

within specific occupations, (4) Work 

characteristics, and (5) Training 

characteristics of these professionals. Some 

questions permitted single answers, but 

several questions allowed multiple responses. 

Its validation procedure involved a three-

phase approach. Sixteen independent experts 

initially evaluated the questionnaire. After-

wards, a group of national and international 

experts discussed its content in detail. Pilot 

testing was finally conducted with 250 

individuals actively involved in Physical 

Activity and Sport (PAS) functions across 

diverse regions of the Spanish peninsula.  

The second section, which covered the 

classification of sport and activity functions 

from the PROAFIDE (Campos-Izquierdo, 

2011), was utilised to gather data for the 

current study. Three items within the PAS 

functions were modified to align with the 

professions specific to the Community of 

Madrid, following the Autonomous 

Community’s professional regulations.  Five 

experts with doctorates in Physical Activity 

and Sport Sciences thoroughly reviewed 

these modifications. After careful evaluation, 

the experts approved the final version of the 

study questionnaire. This process ensured the 

questionnaire's relevance and applicability to 

the current research, allowing the systematic 

examination of gender disparities across 

various variables, including current SPA 

employment, methods of job acquisition, 

perceived importance of employment 

elements, working conditions, and types of 

organisations employing participants. 

To clarify, institutional theory and inter-

sectionality were not used in PROAFIDE's 

questionnaire design (Campos-Izquierdo, 

2011). Instead, this study used the theories to 

help interpret the data collected rather than 

retroactively rationalise the study design, the 

contents of the questionnaires, or the 

constructs under investigation. Using 

theoretical frameworks in discussing results, 

even when not employed during survey 

design, can enhance the depth and context of 

research findings (Godfrey et al., 2010).  
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Data Analysis 

The information was organised and 

processed using IBM SPSS Statistics for 

Windows, version 19 (IBM Corp, Armonk, 

NY, USA). Univariate and bivariate 

descriptive analyses were conducted 

alongside an inferential analysis of 

contingency tables. The data analysis 

involved calculating measures like the Phi 

correlation coefficient and Pearson's Chi-

square value and then determining their 

significance. 

Results 
Occupational Representation 

The distribution of SPA occupations between 

genders is presented in Figure 1. The data 

reveals a clear pattern of women’s 

underrepresentation across all roles, with 

marked disparities in several professions. 

Certain occupations within the SPA sector 

were notably skewed toward male 

representation. For instance, the positions of 

SPA advisor, researcher, and consultant were 

held exclusively by men. Similarly, over 80% 

of roles, such as SPA theory instructor, 

fitness instructor, and sport coach, were 

occupied by men. In most SPA professions, 

the proportion of women remained below 

30%, except for PE teachers and physical 

sport readaptators, where women constitute 

42.6% and 31.3%, respectively, of the 

workforce. In particular, the job of a physical 

sport readaptator consists of readapting, 

reconditioning, and re-education through 

tailored sport, physical activity, or exercise to 

restore physical function and movement for 

those recovering from injury or illness, 

including athletes of individual and team 

sports at different levels of competition 

(Campos-Izquierdo et al., 2016). 

The chi-square (X2) test and Phi 

coefficient (ϕ) were utilised to analyse the 

relationship between the categorical 

variables of gender and SPA occupation. By 

calculating the chi-square statistic and 

comparing it to critical values or obtaining p-

values, the test helps determine if the 

observed gender distribution across 

occupations deviates significantly from what 

would be expected if there were no gender 

disparities.  On the other hand, the Phi 

coefficient provided insight into the 

magnitude and direction of association 

between gender and occupation. A larger 

absolute value of the Phi coefficient indicates 

a stronger association between gender and 

occupation, suggesting a greater degree of 

gender disparity in job distribution. 

Moreover, a positive Phi value indicates that 

one gender is more likely to be employed in 

certain occupations compared to the other 

gender, while a negative value indicates the 

opposite.  

Data analysis from Table 1 reveals 

significant gender disparities in several SPA 

occupations, with the most remarkable 

contrast observed among the position of sport 

coaches. In this role, only 16% of the 

professionals were women, compared to 

83.9% of men, a highly significant gap (p < 

0.001).  Similar gender imbalances were 

observed in the personal trainer and PE 

teacher roles, yielding a significance level of 

p = .004, indicating substantial under-

representation of women. The fitness 

instructor role also displayed a significant 

difference, with women making up just 16% 

of the workforce compared to 83% of men (p 

= .034).  Even in the role of PE Teacher, 

where women have relatively higher 

representation at 42.6% women compared to 

57.4% men, the disparity is still statistically 

significant, underscoring the prevailing trend 

of male dominance across all SPA 

occupations. 
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Table 1. SPA occupations across genders  

 Occupations 

Women Men 
X2 ϕ 

P 

p <0.05 

n % n % 

Sport instructor 42 29.4 101 70.6 1.755 -.066 .185 

Personal trainer/physical 

trainer/fitness trainer 

52 26.8 142 73.2 8.383 -.145 .004 

Sport animator 2 28.6 5 71.4 .035 -.009 .851 

Extra-curricular PE teacher 21 26.6 50 70.4 .755 -.043 .385 

Sport coach 30 16.1 156 83.9 16.071 .200 .000 

Fitness instructor/Aerobics 

instructor 

15 16.9 74 83.1 4.504 .106 .034 

Physical-Sport Readaptator 31 31.3 68 68.7 2.340 -.076 .126 

SPA manager 14 26.4 39 73.6 .366 .030 .833 

PE teacher 20 42.6 27 57.4 8.153 -.143 .004 

SPA theory instructor 2 15.3 11 84.7 .724 .043 .395 

SPA advisor/Researcher/ 

Consultant 

0 0 5 100 1.733 .066 .188 

*Multiple responses to this item were allowed, with some respondents holding more than one SPA job. Percentages

were computed on the total number of men and women in each occupation.

Employment Pathways 

Table 2 features the various methods men and 

women use to secure employment in the SPA 

sector. The most notable observation is the 

reliance on personal networks for both men 

and women, although the extent differs. 

Among men, 48% secured employment 

through acquaintances, making it their most 

common strategy to secure employment. 

Typically, such acquaintances were met in 

sport events and competitions. In 

comparison, only 39.5 % of women reported 

securing a job through personal contacts 

within the industry. These findings highlight 

gendered differences in employment 

strategies within the SPA sector, with men 

demonstrating a stronger reliance on personal 

networks than women. This disparity may 

reflect broader gender dynamics, where men 

have predictably more extensive networking 

opportunities than women in the male-

dominated environment of SPA, 

strengthening their employment prospects. 

Nonetheless, the findings affirm the value of 

networking within the SPA sector, regardless 

of gender, suggesting that such connections 

play a crucial role in securing employment 

opportunities.   

Among women, the second most 

prevalent route to SPA employment was 

through public entrance examinations 

(20.2%), asserting the importance of formal 

recruitment processes and merit-based 

selection. On the other hand, the prevalence 

of internal promotions (23.9%) as the second 

most prevalent avenue for men underlines the 

importance of career progression within 

organisations for male SPA employees. This 

suggests that men often advance through 

established progression within their 

organisations, pointing to internal talent 

development structures that may favour men. 
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Table 2. Means of securing SPA employment across genders 

Ways of securing 

employment 

Women (n= 102) Men (n=298) 

n % n % 

Internal promotion 20 18.3 78 23.9 

Internet 3 2.8 15 4.6 

Job bank    13 12 14 4.3 

Acquaintances 43 39.5 157 48.2 

Advertisements 4 3.6 16 4.9 

Practicum   4 3.6 21 6.4 

Public entrance examinations  22 20.2 25 7.7 

Total responses*   109 100 326 100 
*Multiple responses to this item were allowed; thus, the total number of responses exceeded the total number of

respondents

Factors Influencing Employment 

The prioritisation of employment factors by 

women and men reveals interesting gender 

dynamics in how each group navigates job 

opportunities and perceives valuable 

qualities in applicants. Table 3 shows that 

interpersonal skills stand out as the foremost 

factor for securing an SPA position, as 

identified by both cohorts, with 15.6% of 

women and 18.2% of men acknowledging its 

paramount importance.  This finding makes 

sense in connection with the previous finding 

that both women and men can benefit from 

their network of acquaintances to secure 

employment, suggesting the value of 

interpersonal skills in securing a job in SPA. 

This shared emphasis underscores the value 

of relationship-building skills in the SPA 

environment, where peer and client 

interactions are key to job success.  

There are notable differences, however, 

in how men and women prioritise other 

factors. For women, “having been an athlete” 

is second, followed by “lifelong learning” as 

third. Women seem to value soft skills that 

contribute to effective client interactions and 

workplace harmony. “Having been an 

athlete” may be considered a competitive 

edge as it showcases their physical fitness 

and conditioning background, enhancing 

their credibility in promoting health and well-

being. Moreover, upholding “lifelong 

learning” reflects a commitment to 

continuing professional development. In a 

competitive industry that thrives on new 

trends, techniques, and advancements in 

health and wellness, women appear to 

recognise the need to stay updated with the 

latest industry practices, enhancing their 

expertise and credibility. 

On the other hand, men consider 

“references or contacts” as the second most 

influential component in securing SPA 

employment, with 16.5% choosing them as a 

key factor. This second priority among men 

aligns with data on the premium they put on 

acquaintances to secure employment in the 

SPA industry. The potential advantages men 

perceive in leveraging social capital to 

navigate the job market include enhancing 

their job prospects and potential for internal 

promotion. “Having been an athlete” ranks 

third for men, indicating that they, like 

women, value athletic experiences in 

boosting credibility in the SPA industry. The 

fact that it ranks lower than networking, 

however, indicates that men might view their 

athletic experience as a complement to, rather 

than a replacement for, a well-established 

professional network. This difference 

underscores how men might prioritise a more 

strategic use of relationships and connections 

over individual qualities when advancing 

their careers in the SPA industry. 
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Among the key elements of employment 

for women and men, only two yielded 

significant gender differences: academic 

record and professional experience. Women 

placed higher importance on academic 

achievements, with 7% identifying them as 

crucial compared to only 3.8% of men. This 

difference is statistically significant at p 

= .028, indicating that women are more likely 

than men to view a solid academic 

background as a vital component of SPA 

employment. This focus on formal education 

may reflect women’s perception that 

professional qualifications serve as an 

objective and recognised validation of their 

skills and knowledge. Women can enhance 

their competence and credibility by 

emphasising academic achievements and 

overcoming potential gender biases in a 

competitive job market. Moreover, academic 

records may be seen as a means to establish 

their expertise and legitimacy, especially in 

fields where credentials can directly impact 

hiring decisions. 

While both genders affirm the value of 

professional experience, women place 

significantly more emphasis on it (14.3% for 

women versus 11% for men, with a p-value 

of .005), indicating that women view a 

proven track record and relevant work history 

as essential to securing SPA employment 

opportunities. In contrast, men tend to 

consider networking and references crucial to 

gaining entry into the SPA industry. These 

differences highlight broader gendered 

strategies in professional advancement, 

where women prioritise clear-cut credentials 

to validate their expertise while men utilise 

social capital and networks as pathways to 

employment opportunities.  

Table 3. Level of importance ascribed to employment elements across genders 

Elements 
Sex Very important/ 

Important 
Moderately 
important 

Slightly Important/ 
Not important 

n % n % n % Chi-

Square 

Phi P 

(p<0,05) 

Higher level qualification F 48 12.3 6 5.7 23 5.2 7.625 .157 .106 

M 126 11.7 16 4.8 91 6.6 

Lifelong learning F 50 12.8 9 8.6 37 8.3 6.147 .127 .188 
M 112 10.4 32 9.5 139 10.2 

Academic record F 27 7.0 7 6.6 62 13.9 10.848 .169 .028 

M 41 3.8 34 10.1 208 15.2 
Professional experience F 47 12 14 13.3 35 7.9 14.706 .197 .005 

M 119 11 38 11.3 126 9.2 

Knowledge of languages F 12 3.0 9 8.6 75 16.9 6.448 .168 .130 
M 19 1.8 22 6.6 242 17.7 

Knowledge of new 

technologies 

F 9 2.3 15 14.3 71 15.9 2.475 .081 .649 

M 31 2.9 35 10.4 217 15.8 
Have been an athlete F 56 14.3 8 7.6 32 7.2 2.208 .076 .698 

M 165 15.3 35 10.4 86 6.3 
Appearance F 33 8.4 13 12.4 50 11.3 7.969 .145 .093 

M 91 8.4 64 19.0 128 9.3 

References or contacts F 48 12.3 13 12.4 35 79 5.611 .122 .230 
M 178 16.5 23 6.9 82 6 

Interpersonal skills F 61 15.6 11 10.5 24 5.4 6.844 .134 .144 

M 197 18.2 37 11 49 3.6 

*Multiple responses to this item were allowed; thus, the total number of responses per category exceeded the number of respondents. 
**Percentages were computed against the total responses of women and men for each element. For example, the total responses for “higher level

qualification,” comprising the responses of women and men across the three response options, is 310; this number represented 100%.

Contractual Arrangements 

Table 4 shows that 71% of individuals with 

formal contracts are men, while only 29% are 

women. Combined with the observation that 

83% of those without formal contracts are 

men compared to just 16% of women, results 

reflect a complex gender disparity in 

employment conditions. This discrepancy 

suggests that men dominate both ends of the 

employment spectrum within the surveyed 
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population—holding a considerable 

percentage of formal contracts and a 

substantial proportion of informal, non-

contracted roles.  

Table 4. SPA working contracts across genders 

Contract No contract 

n % n % 

Women 90 29 20 16.3 

Men 221 71 103 83.7 

Total 311 100 123 100 

*The total number of responses is more than the total number of respondents because some held more than one SPA

job.

Table 5 adds further nuance to the 

previous finding by demonstrating that 

among those with contracts, men are more 

likely to hold temporary positions (27.4%), 

while women are more likely to be in stable, 

permanent positions (72.6%). The combined 

data suggest that while men dominate the 

total number of contracts (71%), women with 

contracts (29%) are more likely to have 

secure, permanent employment. The 

prominence of men in temporary roles may 

reflect either a preference for or necessity to 

take on short-term positions, often 

characterised by flexibility and job 

instability. This pattern could imply 

that although men might be vulnerable to 

limited job security, benefits, and legal 

protection, they also have potentially greater 

mobility or career flexibility due to the nature 

of the positions they opt to take. Conversely, 

the prevalence of women in permanent 

positions could indicate a higher priority on 

securing financial stability through long-term 

employment. This finding may also align 

with societal expectations, where women are 

more likely to bear the responsibilities for 

family welfare, such as caregiving for 

children and elders. Consequently, women 

may prioritise jobs that offer stability, 

predictable schedules, and comprehensive 

benefits. Meanwhile,  the higher proportion 

of men in temporary jobs might indicate a 

greater willingness or necessity to change 

jobs to pursue professional goals, reflecting 

divergent career strategies and social 

expectations between genders in the Madrid 

region

Table 5. SPA type of contracts by gender 

Type of contract 

Permanent Temporary 

n % n % 

Women 33 32.3 59 27.4 

Men 69 67.7 156 72.6 

Total 102 100 215 100 

*Total responses are less than the total number of respondents because only those with contracts responded
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Work Hours and Conditions 

Table 6 reveals that men dominate the "less 

than 21 hours" category, accounting for 

79.3% of the total, compared to women, who 

represent only 20.7%. In the "21–40 hours" 

range, women make up a slightly larger 

proportion (33%) but remain 

underrepresented compared to men, who 

constitute 67% of this group. Notably, in the 

"more than 40 hours" category, women's 

representation increases to 37%, reflecting a 

larger proportion of women in this high-

commitment range relative to their presence 

in the lower-hour categories. Findings affirm 

that men consistently outnumber women 

across all employment categories.  The data 

revealed, however, that a higher proportion 

of men work less than 21 hours per week, 

which aligns with their predominance in 

temporary jobs. Conversely, more women 

work more than 40 hours per week, reflecting 

their greater representation in permanent 

positions.

Table 6. SPA weekly work hours across genders 

Sex less than 21 hrs 21 to 40 hrs more than 40 hrs 

n % n % n % 

Women 52 20.7 43 33 7 37 

Men 199 79.3 87 67 12 63 

Total 251 100 130 100 19 100 

*The total number of responses is more than the total number of respondents because some held more than one SPA

job.

Salary Differentials 

Table 7 reveals intriguing insights into 

gender disparities in income distribution 

within the studied population. Men dominate 

the lowest salary bracket, earning less than 

1000 euros per month, with 76.9% of 

respondents in this category being men 

compared to only 23.1% of women. 

Conversely, women are notably 

overrepresented in the 1000–1500-euro 

range, making up 65.1% of this group, while 

men account for only 34.9%. The trend 

reverses in the higher salary brackets: men 

represent 65.7% of those earning 1500–2000 

euros, compared to 34.3% of women, and 

among those earning over 2,000 euros, 57.1% 

are men, while only 42.9% are women. 

Overall, the data show that women are 

clustered in the mid-level salary range, while 

men are more prevalent at both the lowest and 

higher salary levels. 

Table 7. SPA monthly salaries across genders 

* The total number of responses is less than the total number of respondents because some were unsure and did not

answer this question.

 Sex < 1000 € 1000-1500 € 1500-2000 € > 2000 €

n % n % n % n % 

Women 57 23.1 28 65.1 12 34.3 3 42.9 

Men 189 76.9 15 34.9 23 65.7 4 57.1 

Total 246 100 43 100 35 100 7 100% 
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Organisational Affiliation 

Table 8 presents the representation of women 

and men across different types of SPA 

organisations. Women comprise 42.5% of 

employment, while men comprise 57.5% of 

employment in public entities. Although men 

outnumber women, the distribution here is 

relatively more balanced than other 

organisation types. This suggests that public 

entities offer a more equitable environment 

for both genders, likely because of formalised 

government policies or mandates that 

promote diversity and inclusion. 

Gender disparity is more noticeable in 

private companies, with men representing 

72.1% of employees compared to only 27.9% 

of women. This pronounced imbalance 

implies that SPA private companies might 

exhibit gender bias in hiring or providing 

limited opportunities for women. The most 

considerable disparity is found in non-profit 

organisations (NGOs), where men comprise 

a sizeable 85.4% of participants, leaving 

women with only 14.6%. Even though NGOs 

are usually linked to community-oriented and 

volunteer-driven work, these numbers show 

that men are still the majority in non-profit 

SPA organisations. This observation might 

indicate that certain institutional or 

sociocultural factors provide men an 

advantage in leadership roles or involvement 

in non-profit sport sectors.  

Table 8. Type of SPA organisations across genders 

  Sex Public Entities Private Companies Non-Profit 

Organisations 

n % n % n % 

Women 37 42.5 50 27.9 28 14.6 

Men 50 57.5 129 72.1 164 85.4 

Total 87 100 179 100 192 100 
*Multiple responses to this item were allowed; thus, the total number of responses exceeded the total number of

respondents

Discussion 
The results of this investigation into the SPA 

labour market in Madrid confirm the 

persistent gender disparity in all SPA 

occupations in the Madrid region, confirming 

the broader imbalance in the work domain of 

Spain as reflected in the 2023 Gender Equity 

Index (European Institute for Gender Equity, 

2023). These results resonate with previous 

research showing a marked under-

representation of women within the Spanish 

SPA workforce (Alfaro et al., 2013; Burton, 

2015; Viñas y Vilanova, 2014).  Consistently, 

the outcomes align with the study by 

Campos-Izquierdo et al. (2016), which 

examined the distribution and classification 

of SPA professionals nationwide.  Contrary 

to previous findings showing marginal 

numbers of women in the role of sport 

animator, this study confirmed the continued 

male dominance across all SPA vocations, 

underscoring the incessant gender status quo 

over the years. 

Walker et al. (2017) noted that men are 

overrepresented in leadership and coaching 

roles in SPA organisations, showing how 

certain practices have become the standard 

for career trajectories. These positions often 

match traditional conceptions about 

authority, decision-making, and physical 

skills, which have long been associated with 

men. Because men mainly occupied these 
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roles over time, the culture and structure of 

sport organisations reinforced this trend, 

making it harder for women to position 

themselves in these roles (Kavoura & 

Kokkonen, 2021; Solanas et al., 2022; 

Wasend & LaVoi, 2019). For instance, hiring 

and promotion processes could  implicitly 

favour men because of gendered expectations 

about leadership or the belief that sport 

coaching for competition is more of a “man’s 

job.” While these practices are rarely 

deliberate, they are fueled by the cultural 

inertia of these institutional norms.  

These disparities can be further 

examined by considering how the 

intersection of gender and socioeconomic 

class in a highly masculine leadership sport 

environment compound challenges for 

women in the SPA sector. For example, apart 

from the dominant masculine cultural norms 

that may discourage women from pursuing 

leadership positions (Pape, 2020; Ryan & 

Dickson, 2018; Sotiradou & Haan, 2019), 

class-based access to resources and education 

can limit opportunities for women for upward 

mobility (Evans & Pfister, 2021; Melton & 

Bryant, 2017; Piggott, 2021). The findings 

reinforce how institutional policies intersect 

with social identities, exacerbating systemic 

barriers for women aspiring for higher status 

or more lucrative SPA roles. 

Among the SPA jobs examined, PE 

teaching emerged with the highest number of 

women employed.  Even though women do 

not outnumber men in this job, this finding 

matches those from the INCUAL-CSD study 

(Arbizu, 2008), which found that PE teaching 

and sport instruction are jobs predominantly 

held by women, particularly in the earlier 

years of schooling.  Teaching is typically 

considered an ideal job for women due to its 

compatibility with family responsibilities 

(Kelleher et al., 2011; Moreau, 2018; 

Simmie, 2023). Moreover, it is considered a 

relatively well-paid, stable profession for 

women (Nyamubi, 2017; Sahito & Vaisanen, 

2020). Despite the high proportion of women 

in teaching, especially at the primary and 

secondary levels, more men hold top 

leadership positions such as superintendents 

and principals (Hamzeh, 2023; Holmqvist & 

Lantz Ekström, 2024; Maranto et al., 2018; 

Tarbutton, 2019), reinforcing traditional 

conceptions about authority and decision-

making, which have long been associated 

with masculinity. 

The findings also accentuate gender 

differences in networking opportunities 

within the SPA industry. As a form of social 

capital, networking offers substantial 

benefits, including access to job prospects, 

internal promotions, and salary advantages 

(Ansmann et al., 2014; Bjärsholm, 2018; 

Davern & Hachen, 2006; Hasan, 2018; van 

Emmerik, 2006). While the study affirms that 

both genders value social connections, 

research shows they perceive networking 

differently to secure jobs (Forret, 2006; 

Forret & Dougherty, 2004; Zdroik & Babiak, 

2017; Woehler et al., 2021). Men tend to 

focus on creating positive first impressions 

and maintaining homophilous and multi-

purpose networks that provide access to 

influential peers and mentors.  

In contrast, women prioritise building 

substantive relationships and forming 

networks centred on social support and 

friendships, which often provide fewer direct 

career benefits and reinforce gender 

disparities in access to resources and 

advancement opportunities (Ibarra, 1999; 

Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2007; Mengel, 2020; 

Weis & Lay, 2019). Women may also view 

networking as “inauthentic” or akin to 

politicking, find it immodest, and face 

challenges participating in after-work 

socialising due to work-life commitments 

(Ely et al., 2011; Greguletz et al., 2019; 

Socratous, 2018; Wanigasekara, 2016). For 

Muslim women, after-office networking in 

the form of “happy hours” automatically 

excludes them due to religious and moral 
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beliefs against alcohol consumption (Arifeen, 

2020). Such scenarios demonstrate the 

intersection of gender, marital status, parental 

role, and religion in preventing women from 

engaging in networking practices acceptable 

to men. Consequently, they depend on merit-

based processes, such as curriculum vitae 

submissions and public exams, emphasising 

academic achievements and professional 

experience as objective markers of their 

qualifications.  

Differences in working conditions, such 

as the higher number of men working without 

contracts and as self-employed, further reveal 

underlying inequities that mirror long-held 

gender expectations about work and 

economic roles. Men are often seen as more 

likely to engage in entrepreneurial or risky 

jobs, as these roles are associated with 

notions of independence, boldness, and 

toughness—traditionally considered mas-

culine (Gupta et al., 2008; Gupta et al., 2009; 

Hamilton, 2013; Raile et al., 2022; Thébaud, 

2010). These ideas become part of how the 

SPA job market works, making it seem 

normal that men are better at flexible or 

informal jobs, even if they do not offer much 

stability or security. As such, more men tend 

to gravitate toward these jobs, while women 

seem to be pushed into more stable, contract-

based positions like teaching or office work. 

This scenario reflects the broader societal 

beliefs about what men and women should do 

and how secure their jobs should be. 

Institutional theory posits that structural 

disparities are self-reinforcing (Farrell, 

2018). The acceptance of men holding high-

risk jobs discourages women from seeking 

these positions, as they often feel such roles 

are harder to reach or less appealing due to 

additional challenges, like unequal access to 

professional connections or higher expec-

tations to fulfil caregiving responsibilities. 

Over time, these patterns have become a 

standard part of how organisations, like those 

in the SPA industry, hire and keep 

employees, thereby fortifying inequality. The 

theory also emphasises the role of legitimacy 

in keeping these inequalities in place 

(Robertson et al., 2022). The high number of 

men in non-contract or self-employed jobs 

might seem like a normal response to market 

needs or personal choices, concealing the 

deeper structural biases that push men and 

women into different kinds of work. 

Consequently, initiatives to confront the 

imbalance may be dismissed as unwarranted, 

given the "natural" distribution of roles. 

The intersection of gender and marital 

status thus reinforces a gendered division of 

labour, where women—especially those who 

are married or have caregiving duties—are 

often expected to prioritise job stability and 

security, which are typically found in 

contract-based positions like teaching 

(Carter; 2016; Ivancheva et al., 2019; Van 

Damme, 2017). Marital status plays a 

significant role here, as women are frequently 

assumed to have domestic and caregiving 

responsibilities that make them less likely to 

take on high-risk, entrepreneurial roles 

(Khasanah & Firmansyah, 2024; SyedSalleh 

& Mansor, 2022). This societal expectation 

can limit women's access to more flexible or 

informal employment opportunities, as they 

may be pushed into more stable roles that 

align with the perception of women as 

primary caregivers and nurturers whose work 

should be secure and predictable. This 

dynamic contributes to the gender disparities 

observed in SPA employment, as these 

intertwined societal norms shape the job 

market. 

Salary differentials in the study show 

men clustering at both the lowest and highest 

salary brackets, suggesting a dual impact of 

institutional norms. At the low end, 

temporary and part-time roles—prevalent 

among men—offer limited income potential. 

At the high end, male-dominated networks 

and systemic biases may facilitate access to 

senior, high-paying positions (Bjärsholm, 
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2018; Lalanne & Seabright, 2016) Women's 

concentration on mid-level salaries reflects 

institutional pressures prioritising stable 

employment but limiting upward mobility 

(Anthony & Soontiens, 2022; Sharafizad et 

al., 2024; Weinkopf, 2014). Men’s 

dominance at salary extremes could also 

reflect overlapping privileges, including 

greater flexibility to navigate informal jobs or 

leverage male-dominated professional 

networks for lucrative roles. For women, 

overrepresentation in mid-range salaries 

suggests a tension between seeking financial 

security and overcoming barriers to high-

earning roles, compounded by societal 

expectations and gendered labour norms 

(Bertrand, 2018; Bonikowska et al., 2019; 

Gartzia, 2016). 

The gender disparities in organisational 

affiliations further affirm structural dynamics 

within different SPA organisations. Public 

entities with more balanced gender 

representation may be influenced by 

formalised policies and practices promoting 

equality, such as government mandates for 

diversity and inclusion (OECD, 2019; 

Profeta, 2020). Private companies and 

NGOs, on the other hand, exhibit pronounced 

gender imbalances (Fatima, 2024; Njoki, 

2021; Steinfield & Scott, 2018), possibly due 

to ingrained cultural norms and institutional 

biases that favour male representation in 

leadership or decision-making roles. Despite 

their focus on community and social good, 

NGOs are not shielded from broader societal 

patterns of gender inequality. Women in 

these sectors often face compounded 

marginalisation, stemming from both the 

gender dynamics within the sector and the 

wider institutional environment that restricts 

their access to power and decision-making 

roles. 

Conclusion and Recommendations 
The findings of this study have underscored 

the persistent underrepresentation of women 

across all SPA occupations in the Madrid 

region, reflecting similar trends observed in 

other regions of Spain and various 

international contexts (Acosta & Carpenter, 

2014; Campos-Izquierdo et al., 2016; 

European Observatoire of Sport and 

Employment, 2022; Joseph & Anderson, 

2016; Kane & LaVoi, 2018; Pippos, 2017).  

A key strength of this investigation lies in its 

comprehensive examination of the full 

spectrum of SPA occupations in the Madrid 

region of Spain. It offers vital baseline data 

and a broad view of the labour market 

dynamics in this sector that can inform 

succeeding initiatives to encourage greater 

representation of women in the SPA industry.  

The small sample size and limited 

demographic information in the study, 

however, prevented a more comprehensive 

and multidimensional analysis of intersecting 

social categories across specific occupations, 

recruitment practices, and work conditions. 

While quantitative data provides valuable 

insights into broad patterns and trends, it does 

not capture the nuanced, context-specific 

factors contributing to gender disparities and 

working conditions in SPA employment in 

Madrid. Qualitative data—such as those 

generated from interviews, focus group 

discussions, or case studies—is essential in 

exploring individual experiences, percep-

tions, and the sociocultural factors shaping 

workplace dynamics.  Additionally, future 

research should integrate institutional theory 

and intersectionality from the outset, 

ensuring consistency across all stages of the 

research and enabling an examination of 

institutional constructs (e.g., hiring policies, 

referral systems, promotions, or salary 

differentials for similar jobs) and intersecting 

social identities (e.g., gender, race, 

socioeconomic status, marital status, or 

parenting roles). Future initiatives should 

delve into the employment dynamics of 

women in specific SPA occupations, 

particularly those that have been 
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underexplored in existing literature, such as 

those involving personal trainers or sport 

coaches in male-dominated sports and 

athletic directors or leadership positions 

within sport organisations. Additionally, 

studies could focus on niche vocations like 

sport officials, event coordinators, or roles 

within emerging fields such as e-sport and 

adaptive sport programming. 

To address gender disparities in the SPA 

labour market in the Autonomous Region of 

Madrid and other regions with similar 

contexts, we draw from institutional theory 

and intersectionality to propose meaningful 

changes that challenge entrenched norms, 

practices, and policies perpetuating these 

inequities. We present the following 

actionable recommendations to disrupt these 

deeply-rooted norms and practices to foster 

gender equity in SPA employment. 

Restructure recruitment practices 

The reliance on acquaintance-based 

recruitment methods typical in other 

industries reinforces exclusionary networks 

that primarily benefit men, reinforcing 

institutional norms that marginalise women 

(Allemand et al., 2021; Beaman et al., 2018; 

Fernandez & Rubineau, 2019). Recruitment 

practices must uphold merit-based and 

transparent processes. This requires 

standardising clear criteria for hiring and 

promotions and removing biases often 

embedded in informal hiring systems. SPA 

organisations can adopt digital application 

platforms and structured interview processes 

that allow for objective and transparent 

evaluation of qualifications and 

competencies (Boned et al., 2015; Alfaro et 

al., 2018). Institutional theory asserts that 

informal network norms become self-

reinforcing (Farrell, 2018). Challenging these 

requires intentionally designing formal 

mechanisms that replace subjective processes 

with objective and equitable ones (Boned et 

al., 2015; Alfaro et al., 2018). It would be 

interesting, for example, to use selection 

procedures that evaluate qualifications 

without necessarily putting the name or 

gender on the CV. 

Promote public entrance examinations and 

competitive selection procedures  

Public examinations play a pivotal role in 

institutionalising meritocratic norms in 

employment. Women prefer public entrance 

examinations to secure SPA jobs,  trusting in 

their fairness and transparency. Such 

systems, however, are not universally 

implemented. Mandating standardised public 

entrance examinations across SPA 

organisations can create equitable access to 

employment opportunities based on 

knowledge and skills. Government and 

regulatory bodies should authorise fair 

examination systems and provide resources 

to support consistent implementation. Public 

examinations can institutionalise merit-based 

norms, shifting organisational cultures away 

from the reliance on patronage or favouritism 

that has historically marginalised 

underrepresented groups such as women 

(Campos-Izquierdo & González-Rivera, 

2010).  

Implement gender-equity hiring policies 

Current gender-blind hiring policies often fail 

to address structural barriers that 

disadvantage women in the workplace. These 

barriers include implicit biases, unequal 

access to professional networks, and 

stereotypes that lead to higher performance 

standards for women (Greguletz et al., 2018; 

Wynn & Correll, 2018). Researchers have 

suggested that gender quotas can effectively 

challenge organisational norms and promote 

gender equality in organisations; however, 

their implementation and impact are shaped 

by existing institutional environments and 

norms (Adriaanse, 2017; Terjesen & Sealy, 

2016; Valiente, 2020). As such, the 

implementation of gender quotas must be 
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supported by the professional development of 

women in SPA so that they can occupy 

positions with competence and confidence. 

Moreover, analysing how intersectional 

identities influence job allocation and career 

progression can uncover hidden biases and 

lead to more equitable outcomes. 

Promote professional development and 

support systems  

Women often lack access to professional 

development opportunities, such as advanced 

training or leadership programmes, which are 

crucial for career advancement. Organisa-

tions should establish inclusive professional 

development initiatives tailored to women 

across different and simultaneous social 

categories, including leadership training, 

workshops, and certification programmes 

(Alfaro et al., 2018; Foppiano-Vilo et al., 

2022). Subsidising costs for these 

programmes or offering flexible schedules 

can make them accessible to women with 

caregiving responsibilities. By creating 

alternative leadership and skill development 

pathways, organisations challenge the estab-

lished norms that typically prioritise men for 

professional growth opportunities (Luthi, 

2023; Moodly & Toni, 2017). It is also 

recommended to incorporate gender equality 

training modules into sport management and 

technical training programmes for both 

women and men to encourage ally behaviour 

among men (Madsen et al., 2020). To 

encourage participation, these programmes 

could be supported by scholarships (Alfaro et 

al., 2018). 

Create supportive workplace cultures 

Gender stereotypes are deeply embedded in 

SPA workplace cultures, making it 

challenging for women to succeed, 

particularly in male-dominated roles like 

coaching or management (Solanas, et al., 

2022). Zero-tolerance policies for 

harassment, family-friendly workplace 

practices, and diversity training programmes 

are some of the workplace regulations that 

promote gender-inclusive environments 

(Azmat & Boring, 2020; Henriquez-

Caballero, 2024;  Sullivan, 2022). Estab-

lishing networks within SPA organisations 

that include both women and men can also 

foster community and support (Burton, 2021; 

González-Rivera et al., 2017; Spoor & Hoye, 

2014). Changing workplace culture requires 

intentionally disrupting informal norms and 

practices that maintain male dominance. 

Formal policies with operationalised regula-

tions signal a commitment to equity and help 

redefine acceptable behaviours and 

expectations. 

Redefine leadership norms. 

Leadership roles in SPA organisations are 

predominantly held by men, reflecting deep-

seated perceptions that associate authority 

and decision-making with masculinity 

(Clayton-Hathway & Ulrike, 2019; Joseph & 

Anderson, 2016). Challenging these stereo-

types involves promoting and normalising 

diverse leadership styles that value colla-

boration and inclusivity. Recognising and 

celebrating successful women leaders in SPA 

can help disrupt these biases and provide 

visible role models. In sport organisations, 

redefining success beyond the traditional 

"winning at all costs" model may attract more 

women to pursue leadership positions 

(Adriaanse, 2017). Additionally, implemen-

ting policies that ensure gender diversity 

within leadership pipelines is crucial. 

Shifting leadership norms requires reframing 

notions of legitimate authority and creating 

new templates for leadership that include 

diverse gender perspectives (Foppiano-Vilo 

et al., 2022). Promotional campaigns 

focusing on gender equality in sport 

management could include recognising 

outstanding professional women and sharing 

their biographies on the official websites of 
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public sport sector agencies (Alfaro et al., 

2018). 

Establish monitoring and accountability 

mechanisms  

Addressing gender disparities in the SPA 

industry requires more than well-intentioned 

policies; it demands robust monitoring to 

track and evaluate progress. Without these 

mechanisms, initiatives risk being super-

ficial, short-lived, or ineffective. Gender 

audits and regular reporting on workforce 

composition, salaries, and career progression 

by gender must be established.  These metrics 

reveal inequities and identify patterns of 

prejudice or structural barriers within SPA 

organisations (Stamarski & Son Hing, 2015). 

Linking organisational funding or recog-

nition to progress on gender equity metrics is 

essential in safeguarding accountability and 

making progress toward gender equity a 

visible priority (Acosta et al., 2020; Cansino 

et al., 2021; Henry et al., 2017). Ultimately, 

robust monitoring shifts gender equity from a 

peripheral concern to a core SPA industry 

value, enabling sustainable and systemic 

change (Alfaro et al., 2018; González-Rivera, 

2016; Pati & Doherty, 2023).  

Engage stakeholders across levels 

Researchers have indicated that resistance to 

gender equity initiatives is common in 

organisations, often stemming from a 

defence of existing norms and identities 

(Bleijenbergh, 2017; Knoppers et al., 2021; 

Soler et al., 2017). Engaging all stakeholders 

in SPA, including male allies, is crucial for 

successfully implementing gender equity 

policies (López de D´Amico & González-

Rivera, 2021; Madsen et al., 2022; Nash et 

al., 2021; Anicha et al., 2020). Regular 

dialogues must be conducted to educate and 

engage SPA stakeholders about the 

importance of diversity and inclusion and 

address resistance through transparent 

communication. Engaging stakeholders 

disrupts the social inertia that sustains 

exclusionary practices, aligning individual 

and collective behaviour with reformed 

institutional norms.  The dissemination of 

national and international laws and standards 

on women’s right to equality in managerial 

and technical roles within the SPA sector 

could also be enhanced. This can be achieved 

by regularly providing sport institutions and 

organisations with updated equality legisla-

tion relevant to the sport industry. 

Initiate policy advocacy for broader systemic 

change  

Achieving gender equity in the SPA industry 

requires a multilevel approach addressing 

individual, organisational, and societal 

factors. Policy reforms that mandate 

equitable hiring practices, enforce gender 

equity in leadership, and incentivise 

organisations to achieve gender diversity 

benchmarks must be incessantly pursued and 

institutionalised. Collaborations between 

SPA organisations, academe, government 

and non-government agencies, and advocacy 

groups can amplify these efforts. Systemic 

policy interventions reshape the broader 

regulatory and cultural environment, embed-

ding new norms that transcend individual 

organisations (Burton & Leberman, 2017; 

González-Rivera & Álvarez-Llergo, 2023; 

Sotiriadou & de Haan, 2019). 

These recommendations, driven by this 

study's findings and informed by institutional 

theory and intersectionality, emphasise the 

need for intentional, systemic interventions 

to dismantle entrenched inequities and foster 

lasting change in the SPA labour market in 

and beyond the Madrid region. These 

strategies aim to create a more equitable and 

inclusive field that fully utilises women's 

potential in all SPA roles by addressing both 

formal structures and informal norms. 

In conclusion, this study has illuminated 

the gender-specific characteristics of SPA 

employment, serving as a foundational step 
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toward advancing gender equity in the SPA 

labour market, particularly in the Madrid 

region. While the findings are particularly 

relevant to the Madrid region, their 

implications extend beyond this context, 

offering insights applicable to SPA labour 

markets globally. Implementing program-

matic and policy interventions to improve 

service quality, transparency, and 

professionalism is crucial for creating 

equitable opportunities for women and 

addressing deeply entrenched gender 

disparities within the SPA industry. By 

promoting gender-informed initiatives that 

address ingrained norms and biases, 

recommendations can be tailored to diverse 

contexts and cultures facing similar gender 

disparities in SPA industries worldwide.  
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