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Abstract

This contribution addresses the issue of women’s underrepresentation in the decision-
making positions of sports organisations with a quantitative descriptive analysis. Building 
on the results of national and international benchmark studies and a review on measures to 
improve gender representation, we (a) analyse the evolution of women’s representation in 
decision-making positions of national sport governing bodies in Switzerland over a 10-year 
period (2012-2021) and (b) compare the observed evolution with the implementation of hard 
and soft measures. Our findings show a fluctuation of women’s representation but no clear 
evidence of a positive and increasing evolution during the investigated period. We also observe 
that the level of women’s representation compared to men remains low whereas measures 
have been implemented. We discuss our results with a potential “anticipatory obedience” 
effect that is detected in the last years of investigation after the announcement of a legally 
binding target by the federal government and, building on literature, anticipate an increasing 
positive effect of the measure after its enforcement in 2024. To conclude, our study supports 
evidence in literature that the implementation of hard measures can contribute to a positive 
evolution in gender representation in the decision-making positions of sport organisations 
but still needs more current data to confirm evidence from other countries. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

Today, women’s participation in sports shows positive signals. At the international level, 
this is illustrated by a record of 48.7% of women participating in the Summer Olympics in 
Tokyo 2020.1 In parallel, we observe that more and more sports traditionally perceived as 
male-dominated, such as American football, hire women in coaching functions. A similar 
observation applies to the presence of women in the decision-making positions of sport 
organisations. We see, for instance, an encouraging evolution in the percentage of women 
members of the International Olympic Committee (IOC) from 21% to 38% between 2013 and 
2020.2 Nevertheless, current studies and data concur to confirm that gender equity in the 
decision-making positions of sport organisations is still an issue, as women are still and 
largely underrepresented compared to men.3,4,5,6,7

In the Swiss sport system, public intervention in the non-profit sector is based on the 
principle of subsidiarity8. Sport organisations in this sector, such as Swiss national sports 
federations (SNSF), sport clubs, or the umbrella association of sports (Swiss Olympic), 
benefit from an important degree of strategic and operational autonomy. However, they also 
benefit from direct and indirect financial support by the public sector at the three levels of 
Swiss federalism (federation, cantons, and municipalities). They receive subsidies for their 
contribution to the development of elite or mass sport and can have facilitated access to 
sport facilities. Swiss Olympic represents the interests of more than 80 SNSF and partner 
organisations, and organises the Olympic teams. It mainly relies on public support anchored 
in time-bound performance agreements with the Federal Office of Sport (FOSPO) – that 
is part of the Department of Defence, Civil Protection and Sport (DDPS) – as well as from 
lottery funds. At the national level, we observe that the percentage of women presidents in 
SNSF and Swiss Olympic stagnated at around 5% for the period between 2000 and 2009.9 In 

1 “Share of female participants in the Olympic Summer Games from 1900 to 2020” [dataset], Statista, accessed 
April 12, 2022, https://www.statista.com/statistics/531146/women-participants-in-olympic-summer-
games/. 

2 International Olympic Committee, Olympic Agenda 2020: Closing report (Lausanne: The Olympic Studies 
Centre, 2021), https://stillmed.olympics.com/media/Document%20Library/OlympicOrg/IOC/Who-We-Are/
Commissions/IOC-2000-Reform-Follow-up/EN-110th-IOC-Session-Report-by-the-IOC-2000-Commission-
December-1999.pdf. 

3 Ian Henry, and Leigh Robinson, Gender equity and leadership in Olympic bodies  Women, Leadership and the 
Olympic Movement 2010. (Lausanne: Centre for Olympic Studies and Research, Loughborough University and 
International Olympic Committee, 2010).

4 Pamela Wicker, Christoph Breuer, and Tassilo Von Hanau. “Gender effects on organizational problems – 
Evidence from non-profit sports clubs in Germany,” Sex Roles 66, no. 1 (2012).

5 Women on Boards, Gender balance in global sport report (New South Wales: Women on Boards, 2016), https://
www.womenonboards.net/womenonboards-AU/media/AU-Reports/2016-Gender-Balance-In-Global-Sport-
Report.pdf. 

6 Ivana Katsarova, Gender equality in sport: Getting closer every day (European Parliamentary Research 
Service, 2019), https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/635560/EPRS_BRI(2019)635560_
EN.pdf?msclkid=774429ccaaa911ec8d42a7e87fd6b2b3. 

7 “Gender statistics database. Women and men in decision-making. Sports,” European Institute for Gender 
Equality, accessed November 10, 2022, https://eige.europa.eu/gender-statistics/dgs/browse/wmidm. 

8 Andreas Ch. Weber, and Corinne Zurmühle, “Multilevel leadership within the Swiss elite sports system: The 
involvement of Alpine skiing elite athletes in national-level policy-making,” in Embedded Multi-Level Leadership 
in Elite Sport, eds. Svein Andersen, Per Øystein Hansen, and Barrie Houlihan (Abingdon: Routledge, 2021).

9 Markus Lamprecht, Hanspeter Stamm, Adrian Fischer, and Doris Wiegand, Observatorium Sport und Bewegung 
Schweiz  Jahresbericht (Zurich: L&S Sozialforschung und Beratung AG, 2010), https://www.sportobs.ch/

https://www.statista.com/statistics/531146/women-participants-in-olympic-summer-games/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/531146/women-participants-in-olympic-summer-games/
https://stillmed.olympics.com/media/Document%20Library/OlympicOrg/IOC/Who-We-Are/Commissions/IOC-2000-Reform-Follow-up/EN-110th-IOC-Session-Report-by-the-IOC-2000-Commission-December-1999.pdf
https://stillmed.olympics.com/media/Document%20Library/OlympicOrg/IOC/Who-We-Are/Commissions/IOC-2000-Reform-Follow-up/EN-110th-IOC-Session-Report-by-the-IOC-2000-Commission-December-1999.pdf
https://stillmed.olympics.com/media/Document%20Library/OlympicOrg/IOC/Who-We-Are/Commissions/IOC-2000-Reform-Follow-up/EN-110th-IOC-Session-Report-by-the-IOC-2000-Commission-December-1999.pdf
https://www.womenonboards.net/womenonboards-AU/media/AU-Reports/2016-Gender-Balance-In-Global-Sport-Report.pdf
https://www.womenonboards.net/womenonboards-AU/media/AU-Reports/2016-Gender-Balance-In-Global-Sport-Report.pdf
https://www.womenonboards.net/womenonboards-AU/media/AU-Reports/2016-Gender-Balance-In-Global-Sport-Report.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/635560/EPRS_BRI(2019)635560_EN.pdf?msclkid=774429ccaaa911ec8d42a7e87fd6b2b3
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/635560/EPRS_BRI(2019)635560_EN.pdf?msclkid=774429ccaaa911ec8d42a7e87fd6b2b3
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-statistics/dgs/browse/wmidm
https://www.sportobs.ch/inhalte/Downloads/SPORTOBS_2010.pdf
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the following years, the representation of women in the presidencies of SNSF recorded an 
increase and, according to Markus Lamprecht, Rahel Bürgi, Angela Gebert, and Hanspeter 
Stamm10, came to around 20% in 2016. In 2019, the sample of heads of performance surveyed 
in the study by Hippolyt Kempf et al.11 consisted of only 21% women. In 2021, only 14.7%12 
of the heads of lower management units of the FOSPO and 30.7%13 at Swiss Olympic were 
women. At the local level, of the 20,000 voluntary sport clubs that compose the non-profit 
sector, membership is largely male-dominated. Only 18% of these organisations are headed 
by female presidents.14 Gender underrepresentation in the decision-making positions of the 
main sport organisations in the public and non-profit sectors in Switzerland is a clue, and 
this evidence confirms a strong consensus in the literature and other levels of analysis that 
gender underrepresentation is the norm rather than the exception.15

Research that combines gender dynamics and sport governance is not recent.16 The 
representation and promotion of women in sport organisations is a traditional sport 
governance theme that is developing as a result of the desire of sport governing bodies,17 such 
as umbrella associations (national Olympic committees [NOCs] and/or association of sports 
federations) or sport ministries to diversify, democratise, and make more equitable decision-
making of sport organisations that are largely dominated by men.18 Since the early 2000, 
this organisational deficit has led to an important body of context-sensitive literature that 
investigates the micro (individual), meso (organisational), or macro (systemic) measures to be 

inhalte/Downloads/SPORTOBS_2010.pdf. 
10 Markus Lamprecht, Rahel Bürgi, Angela Gebert, and Hanspeter Stamm, Sportvereine in der Schweiz: 

Entwicklungen, Herausforderungen und Perspektiven (Magglingen: FOSPO, 2017), https://www.baspo.admin.ch/
de/sportvereine-in-der-schweiz.

11 Hippolyt Kempf et al., Leistungssport Schweiz – Momentaufnahme SPLISS-CH 2019 (Magglingen: FOSPO, 2021).
12 Result based on internal raw data from FOSPO.
13 Results based on an analysis of the organigram of Swiss Olympic (01.01.2022) available online. 
14 Markus Lamprecht, Rahel Bürgi, Angela Gebert, and Hanspeter Stamm, Sportvereine in der Schweiz: 

Entwicklungen, Herausforderungen und Perspektiven.
15 Larena Hoeber, and Sally Shaw, “What do you mean it hasn’t worked out yet? The paradoxes of women in 

sport governance research,” in Research handbook on sport governance, eds, Mathieu Winand and Christos 
Anagnostopoulos (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2019), 397-411.

16 Kathryn Henne, and Madeleine Pape, “Dilemmas of gender and global sports governance: An invitation to 
southern theory,” Sociology of Sport Journal 35, no. 3 (2018).

17 In this contribution, we define a sport governing body as a sport organisation that governs and rules the 
organisation and development of sport at a given hierarchical level that may influence other sport organisations 
in the performance of their strategic and operational tasks. Such organisations perform a steering function. 

18 Lucy V. Pigott, “Gender and social inequity in and through sport leadership”, in Research Handbook on Sports and 
Society, ed. Elizabeth Pike (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2021).

https://www.sportobs.ch/inhalte/Downloads/SPORTOBS_2010.pdf
https://www.baspo.admin.ch/de/sportvereine
https://www.baspo.admin.ch/de/sportvereine
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activated to improve the presence of women in decision-making positions.19,20,21,22,23,24,25,26,27,28,29 
The literature highlights the influence and steering role of sport governing bodies and 
discusses the effectiveness of “hard” (e.g. binding quotas and targets) versus “soft” (e.g. 
awareness-rising) measures.30 

In contrast to other European countries, such as Norway, and compared to measures in 
the areas of sports facilities, sport ethics and security or the promotion of elite and mass 
sport, we observe that gender equity from a macro perspective has not been a priority until 
recently. However, the discourse on the need to increase the number of women in decision-
making positions of sport organisations has taken on a new dimension since 2019, with the 
accession of the first woman to head the DDPS since its creation in 1998. This has energised 
institutional discourse and narratives on the ineffectiveness of gender equity policies in sport 
and led to the implementation of harder measures to ensure better representation of women 
in the army31 and in decision-making positions of SNSF, including a target requirement of a 
minimum of 40% representation in executive committees to be implemented by the end of 
2024.32,33 

19 Kari Fasting, “Women’s Role in National and International Sports Governing Bodies”, Women in sport Volume XIII 
of the encyclopedia of sports medicine (2000).

20 Kari Fasting, “Women and sport in Norway”, in Sport and women: Social issues in international perspective, eds. 
Ilse Hartmann-Tews and Gertrud Pfister (London: Routledge, 2003).

21 Larena Hoeber, “‘It’s somewhere on the list but maybe it’s one of the bottom ones’: examining gender equity as 
an organisational value in a sport organisation”, International Journal of Sport Management and Marketing 2, no. 
4 (2007).

22 Jorid Hovden, “The gender order as a policy issue in sport: A study of Norwegian sports organizations., Nordic 
journal of women’s studies 14, no. 1 (2006), Jorid Hovden, “Female top leaders–prisoners of gender? The 
gendering of leadership discourses in Norwegian sports organizations”, International Journal of Sport Policy 
and Politics 2 no. 2 (2010).

23 Inge Claringbould, and Annelies Knoppers, “Doing and Undoing Gender in Sport Governance”, Sex roles 58 
(2008).

24 Inge Claringbould, and Annelies Knoppers, “Paradoxical Practices of Gender in Sport-Related Organizations”, 
Journal of sport management 26, no. 5 (2012).

25 Berit Skirstad, “Gender policy and organizational change: A contextual approach”, Sport management review 12, 
no. 4 (2009).

26 Johanna A Adriaanse, and Toni Schofield, “Analysing Gender Dynamics in Sport Governance: A New Regimes-
Based Approach”, Sport management review 16, no. 4 (2013).

27 Laura Burton, “Underrepresentation of women in sport leadership: A review of research”, Sport Management 
review 18, no. 2 (2015).

28 Jorid Hovden, Agnes Elling, and Annelies Knoppers, “Meta-analysis: Policies and strategies”, in Gender diversity 
in European sport governance, eds. Agnes Elling, Jorid Hovden and Annelies Knoppers (London: Routledge, 
2018).

29 Joshua McLeod, Shaun Star, and David Shilbury, “Board composition in national sport federations: a cross-
country comparative analysis of diversity and board size”, Managing Sport and Leisure (2021).

30 Jorid Hovden, “‘Heavyweight’ men and younger women? The gendering of selection processes in Norwegian 
sports organizations”, Nordic Journal for Women’s Studies 8, no. 1 (2000).

31 Generalsekretariat VBS, Bericht Arbeitsgruppe “Frauen in der Armee»  Erhöhung des Frauenanteils in der Armee” 
(Bern: Generalsekretariat VBS, 2021), https://www.newsd.admin.ch/newsd/message/attachments/65612.pdf. 

32 Federal Council, Vorschlag zur Anpassung der Verordnung über die Förderung von Sport und Bewegung 
(provisorische Fassung) (Bern: Swiss Confederation, 2022), https://www.admin.ch/gov/de/start/
dokumentation/medienmitteilungen.msg-id-87308.html. 

33 FOSPO, Änderung der Sportförderungsverordnung; Unabhängige nationale Meldestelle des Schweizer Sports  
Erläuternder Bericht zur Vernehmlassungsvorlage (Magglingen: FOSPO, 2022), https://www.admin.ch/gov/de/
start/dokumentation/medienmitteilungen.msg-id-87308.html. 

https://www.newsd.admin.ch/newsd/message/attachments/65612.pdf
https://www.admin.ch/gov/de/start/dokumentation/medienmitteilungen.msg-id-87308.html
https://www.admin.ch/gov/de/start/dokumentation/medienmitteilungen.msg-id-87308.html
https://www.admin.ch/gov/de/start/dokumentation/medienmitteilungen.msg-id-87308.html
https://www.admin.ch/gov/de/start/dokumentation/medienmitteilungen.msg-id-87308.html
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Building on sport governance literature and existing longitudinal case studies, the objective 
of this contribution is to uncover the evolution of gender representation in decision-making 
positions in sport governing bodies in Switzerland and to identify the relations with associated 
measures. With a quantitative analysis, we analyse the three important organisations in 
the Swiss sport system from the public and non-profit sectors – (a) the FOSPO, (b) Swiss 
Olympic and (c) SNSF – that are not covered by current statistical databases on sport and 
gender from the European Institute for Gender Equality and focus on three levels of decision-
making.34 The analysis covers the period between 2012 and 2021, which concurs with both 
the enforcement of the Sports Promotion Act and the available raw data Kempf et al.35. The 
first section of this paper highlights the evolution of gender representation in the decision-
making of sport organisations at international and national levels and reviews the existing 
measures to promote gender equity. We include an overview of the initiatives undertaken in 
the Swiss sport system. The research design and data collection strategy are presented in the 
second section. We analyse (a) the evolution of women’s representation in decision-making 
positions in national sports federations in Switzerland over a 10-year period (2012-2021) 
and (b) compare the observed evolution with the implementation of hard and soft measures.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. GENDER REPRESENTATION IN THE DECISION-MAKING POSITIONS OF SPORT 
GOVERNING BODIES 

Many sports and disciplines have gradually become more feminised since the beginning of the 
20th century (more women’s competitions and women’s clubs). The participation of athletes 
in the 2020 Summer Olympic Games in Tokyo is close to perfect equality, with 48.7% of women 
participating.36 Boosted by targeted programmes, such as the Alpine’s Rac(H)er Programme37 
or National Football League’s diversity policy to hire female offensive assistant coaches, the 
presence and performance of women in traditionally male-dominated sports and functions 
(car racing, football refereeing and men’s basketball coaching) is increasing. From an 
economic perspective, a handful of sports offer encouraging examples of commercialisation 
and growing fan interest. However, the figures are still far from the revenues generated by 
men’s competitions. In addition, although female athletes can earn more than their male 
counterparts (e.g., in tennis), the most paid athletes in the sports industry are men at the 
international level. In the Swiss sports system, this applies especially to ice hockey and 
soccer.38 In a similar way, their representation in decision-making functions at the governance 
and management levels is still mainly dominated by men. At the international level, while 
we see an encouraging increase in the percentage of women IOC members39 between 2013 

34 As the structures and hierarchical levels of sport organisations are not homogeneous, we classify decision-
making functions into the classical levels of management: top management (board of directors or executive 
committee), middle management (heads of departments) and low management (team managers). 

35 Kempf et al. List of names from the online survey of performance directors, youth directors, and education directors 
(Magglingen: FOSPO, 2019).

36 Statista, “Share of female participants in the Olympic Summer Games from 1900 to 2020”.
37 “Rac(H)er Alpine”, Alpine, accessed November 10, 2022, https://www.admin.ch/gov/de/start/dokumentation/

medienmitteilungen.msg-id-87308.html
38 Kempf et al., Leistungssport Schweiz – Momentaufnahme SPLISS-CH 2019.
39 Active athletes, former athletes and the presidents or senior leaders of the International Sports Federations or 

international organisations recognised by the IOC.

https://www.admin.ch/gov/de/start/dokumentation/medienmitteilungen.msg-id-87308.html
https://www.admin.ch/gov/de/start/dokumentation/medienmitteilungen.msg-id-87308.html
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and 2020 from 21% to 38%40, the issue was set on the agenda twenty years earlier, in 2000, 
as part of the IOC reform following the Salt Lake City scandal.41 In 2010, only 18% of the 
members of the executive committees of international sports federations were women.42 This 
trend has rarely moved six years later, as in 2016, the level of representation barely exceeded 
15%.43,44 In 2020, only one of the 28 international summer sports federations has a board 
with a gender representation of more than 40%.45 At the national level, the number of women 
on the executive committees of the French NSF has also steadily grown. After a stagnation 
between 2009 and 2013, their representation increased between 2013 and 201746; however, 
the figures navigated around 35% for Olympic and 30% for non-Olympic NSF. In 2013, only 12% 
of the executive committee members of the Spanish NSF were women, and this figure rose 
to 25% in 2018. However, this proportion is much lower for the highest position in decision-
making (approx. 5%).47 This evidence also confirms a trend identified in other countries, 
as the presence of women in decision-making in NSF of the 28 countries of the European 
Union (EU) represented – in 2017 – only 14% of all the functions and only 5% for the function 
of president.48 Between 2007 and 2020, women’s representation in the decision-making 
functions of the NSF of Liechtenstein stagnated and could not exceed 18%.49 In 2010, only 
17.6% of the executive members of NOCs were women.50 In 2016, this figure barely exceeded 
15%.51 Although there is a slight positive evolution for the position of president and deputy 
president, we find evidence that the number of women at the highest executive position of 
NOCs in the 28 EU countries even decreased from 14.3% to 11.1% between 2019 and 2022.52 In 
the public sector, available data from the European Institute for Gender Equality do not allow 
us to identify a clear longitudinal trend among national sports ministries, but we observe that 
women are comparatively better represented at the administrator level than at the minister 

40 International Olympic Committee. Olympic Agenda 2020: Closing report (Lausanne: The Olympic Studies 
Centre, 2021), https://stillmed.olympics.com/media/Document%20Library/OlympicOrg/IOC/Who-We-Are/
Commissions/IOC-2000-Reform-Follow-up/EN-110th-IOC-Session-Report-by-the-IOC-2000-Commission-
December-1999.pdf 

41 International Olympic Committee. Report by the IOC 2000 Commission to the 110th IOC Session. Lausanne: 
International Olympic Committee, 1999. https://stillmed.olympics.com/media/Document%20Library/
OlympicOrg/IOC/Who-We-Are/Commissions/IOC-2000-Reform-Follow-up/EN-110th-IOC-Session-Report-by-
the-IOC-2000-Commission-December-1999.pdf. 

42 Henry, and Robinson, Gender equity and leadership in Olympic bodies  Women, Leadership and the Olympic 
Movement 2010.

43 Women on Boards, Gender balance in global sport report.
44 Ivana Katsarova, Gender equality in sport: Getting closer every day.
45 Association of Summer Olympic International Federations, Third review of International Federation Governance 

(Lausanne: ASOIF, 2020), https://www.asoif.com/sites/default/files/download/asoif_third_review_of_if_
governance_fv-0616.pdf. 

46 Annabelle Caprais, Fabien Sabatier, and Stéphanie Rubi, “Electoral Competition and Gender Quotas: Dearth of 
Female Applicants or Structural Resistance?”, International journal of sport policy and politics 12, no. 3 (2020).

47 Celia Valient.e Fernández, “The impact of gender quotas in sport management: the case of Spain”, Sport in 
Society 25, no. 5 (2020).

48 European Institute for Gender Equality, Gender in sport (Vilnius: European Institute for Gender Equality, 2017), 
https://eige.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/ti_pubpdf_mh0616311enn_pdfweb_20170125171327_
corr.pdf.

49 Christian Frommelt, and Thomas Milic, Sport Monitoring Liechtenstein  Eine Bestandesaufnahme (Gamprin-
Bender: Liechtenstein-Institut, 2022).

50 Henry and Robinson, Gender equity and leadership in Olympic bodies  Women, Leadership and the Olympic 
Movement 2010.

51 Women on Boards, Gender balance in global sport report.
52 European Institute for Gender Equality, accessed November 10, 2022, https://eige.europa.eu/gender-statistics/

dgs/browse/wmidm. 

https://stillmed.olympics.com/media/Document%20Library/OlympicOrg/IOC/Who-We-Are/Commissions/IOC-2000-Reform-Follow-up/EN-110th-IOC-Session-Report-by-the-IOC-2000-Commission-December-1999.pdf
https://stillmed.olympics.com/media/Document%20Library/OlympicOrg/IOC/Who-We-Are/Commissions/IOC-2000-Reform-Follow-up/EN-110th-IOC-Session-Report-by-the-IOC-2000-Commission-December-1999.pdf
https://stillmed.olympics.com/media/Document%20Library/OlympicOrg/IOC/Who-We-Are/Commissions/IOC-2000-Reform-Follow-up/EN-110th-IOC-Session-Report-by-the-IOC-2000-Commission-December-1999.pdf
https://stillmed.olympics.com/media/Document%20Library/OlympicOrg/IOC/Who-We-Are/Commissions/IOC-2000-Reform-Follow-up/EN-110th-IOC-Session-Report-by-the-IOC-2000-Commission-December-1999.pdf
https://stillmed.olympics.com/media/Document%20Library/OlympicOrg/IOC/Who-We-Are/Commissions/IOC-2000-Reform-Follow-up/EN-110th-IOC-Session-Report-by-the-IOC-2000-Commission-December-1999.pdf
https://stillmed.olympics.com/media/Document%20Library/OlympicOrg/IOC/Who-We-Are/Commissions/IOC-2000-Reform-Follow-up/EN-110th-IOC-Session-Report-by-the-IOC-2000-Commission-December-1999.pdf
https://www.asoif.com/sites/default/files/download/asoif_third_review_of_if_governance_fv-0616.pdf
https://www.asoif.com/sites/default/files/download/asoif_third_review_of_if_governance_fv-0616.pdf
https://eige.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/ti_pubpdf_mh0616311enn_pdfweb_20170125171327_corr.pdf
https://eige.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/ti_pubpdf_mh0616311enn_pdfweb_20170125171327_corr.pdf
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-statistics/dgs/browse/wmidm
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-statistics/dgs/browse/wmidm
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level, particularly senior administrators (49.7% in 2022). Although evidence shows global 
and perceptible improvements in gender representation in the decision-making positions of 
sport organisations, the situation is still problematic.53 While several measures have been 
implemented to correct gender inequalities, we observe that in some national contexts, the 
situation has barely changed, and overall, men remain overrepresented, especially in the 
highest decision-making positions.

2.2. MEASURES TO IMPROVE GENDER REPRESENTATION 

Studies that combine sport governance perspectives and the question of women’s 
representation and promotion in sport organisations are not recent.54 There are mainly 
interested in making these more diversified, democratic, and equitable, as these are still 
and largely dominated by men.55 Gender equity is about ‘achieving democratic legitimacy.’56 
This domination is considered a constraint that can hamper fairness and social justice 
values57 and reinforce the “glass wall” effect for women who seek career advancement,58 
as well as the expected positive influence on the performance and “good” governance of 
sport organisations.59,60 This deficit has led to an important body of literature on the micro- 
(individual), meso- (organisational) or macro-level (systemic) measures to be activated 
and implemented to make sport organisations more equitable61,62,63,64, including a fruitful 
debate on the effectiveness of “hard” (e.g. regulation or sanction) versus “soft” (e.g. informal 
communication) ones.65,66 In this vein, Hovden67 shows, in particular, that the introduction of 
quotas is not the principal driver when considering the overall distribution of men and women 
in decision-making positions, but it can secure the nomination of women, as requested by 

53 Hoeber and Shaw, “What do you mean it hasn’t worked out yet? The paradoxes of women in sport governance 
research”.

54 Henne and Pape, “Dilemmas of gender and global sports governance: An invitation to southern theory”
55 Pigott, “Gender and social inequity in and through sport leadership”.
56 Daniel Alsarve, “Achieving Gender Equity: Barriers and Possibilities at Board Level in Swedish Sport”, European 

Sport Management Quarterly (2022), 3.
57 Jorid Hovden, Agnes Elling and Annelies Knoppers, “Meta-analysis: Policies and strategies”, in Gender diversity 

in European sport governance, eds. Agnes Elling, Jorid Hovden and Annelies Knoppers (London: Routledge, 
2018).

58 Nefertiti A. Walker, Claire Schaeperkoetter, and Lindsey Darvin, “Institutionalized practices in sport leadership“, 
in Women in sport leadership, eds. Laura J. Burton, and Sarah Leberman (London: Routledge, 2017).

59 Janet S. Fink, Donna L. Pastore, and Harold A. Riemer, “Managing Employee Diversity: Perceived Practices and 
Organisational Outcomes in NCAA Division III Athletic Departments,” Sport Management Review 6, no. 2 (2003).

60 Janet S. Fink, and Donna L. Pastore, “Diversity in Sport? Utilizing the Business Literature to Devise a 
Comprehensive Framework of Diversity Initiatives“, Quest 51, no. 4 (1999).

61 Laura Burton, and Sarah Leberman, “Diversity in Sport Leadership“, In Leadership in Sport, eds Ian O’Boyle, 
Duncan Murray, and Paul Cummins (London: Routledge, 2015).

62 Mari Kristin Sisjord, Kari Fasting, and Trond Svela Sand, “The impact of gender quotas in leadership in 
Norwegian organised sport“, International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics 9, no. 3 (2017).

63 Lucy V. Piggott, and Elizabeth C.J. Pike, “‘CEO equals man’: Gender and informal organisational practices in 
English sport governance“, International review for the sociology of sport 55, no. 7 (2020).

64 Pigott, “Gender and social inequity in and through sport leadership“.
65 see, for instance, Hovden, “‘Heavyweight’ men and younger women? The gendering of selection processes in 

Norwegian sports organizations”.
66 Piggott, and Pike, “‘CEO equals man’: Gender and informal organisational practices in English sport governance“.
67 Hovden, “‘Heavyweight’ men and younger women? The gendering of selection processes in Norwegian sports 

organizations”.
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related regulations. Building on studies by Burton and Leberman68, Table 1 illustrates potential 
measures to promote gender representation in sport organisations. 

Table 1: Measures to promote gender representation in sport organisations

Measures

Hard Soft

Micro-level
(individual/personal)

• Mentoring programmes
• Leadership development 

programmes

• Gender friendly communication
• Individual lobbying for decision-

making positions

Meso-level
(organisational)

• Corporate strategies
• Recruiting and hiring 

processes
• Equal salary policies

• Promotion of organisational values
• Awareness-rising events 

Macro-level
(systemic)

• Binding quotas and targets by 
national regulation

• Binding governance codes at 
the national or international 
level

• Policy documents (e.g., 
declarations, mission statement)

• Awareness-rising campaigns 
(conferences, reports, speeches)

• Creation of specialised 
organisations, working groups or 
task forces

• Benchmark analysis 

Source: own illustration  

Micro-level measures focus on the transformation of individual behaviour as a key driver to 
activate and initiate change within an organisation. Relevant studies build on the assumption 
that women are often not equipped with the necessary psychosocial predispositions to pursue 
a career in decision-making positions (e.g. character, confidence, values, perceptions, capital, 
or beliefs) or that their role can be influenced by the resistance of their (male) peers,69,70 which, 
in turn, influences their attainment and retainment in decision-making positions.71 To unlock 
such situations, targeted measures are oriented on confidence, motivation-building, and 
empowerment, including tailor-made mentoring or leadership development programmes, 
but also on gender-friendly communication (e.g. inclusive writing) and individual lobbying 
for decision-making positions. In this regard, women leaders and managers play a key role 
in implementing gender equity measures.72 Their roles in allocating resources, promoting 
employees, shaping organisational strategy and culture, and implementing concrete 
measures are key.73 

68 Burton and Leberman (“Diversity in Sport Leadership“) and Pigott (“Gender and social inequity in and through 
sport leadership“).

69 Inge Claringbould, and Annelies Knoppers, “Finding a ‘Normal’woman: Selection Processes for Board 
Membership”, Sex roles 56 (2007).

70 Annelies Knoppers, Ramon Spaaij, and Inge Claringbould, “Discursive resistance to gender diversity in sport 
governance: sport as a unique field?”, International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics 13, no. 3 (2021).

71 Pigott, “Gender and social inequity in and through sport leadership”.
72 Marissa Banu-Lawrence, Stephen Frawley, and Larena Hoeber, “Women and Leadership Development in 

Australian Sport Organizations”, Journal of Sport Management 34, no. 6 (2020).
73 Annelies Knoppers, “Assessing the sociology of sport: On critical sport sociology and sport management”, 
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At the meso-level, barriers to gender representation are mainly found in negative workplace 
culture,74 the lack of strategy and capacity of organisations to set and implement gender-
promotive cultural settings or organisational values,75,76,77 organisational policies or 
processes, such as selection procedure and informal recruiting processes,78,79,80 or the 
influence of dominant leadership discourses and perceptions of gender-oriented skills within 
an organisation.81 Typical hard measures to lift this burden include dedicated strategies 
(i.e. inclusion of gender promotion in the strategic objectives or the strategic plan), positive 
discrimination recruiting, and hiring or equal salary policies. Softer measures include the 
development of gender-promotive organisational values or the organisation of conferences 
and events on the topic. 

At the macro level, barriers to gender representation in decision-making positions are mainly 
found in the ineffectiveness of sport governing bodies to steer the behaviour of organisations 
in the sport system to be consistent with desired outcomes by pressure, incentives, regulation, 
or control.82 Such organisations play a particular role, as they can change the status quo 
and balance gender injustice through equitable recognition and redistribution.83 Typical 
macro-level and hard measures include the implementation of gender quotas and targets by 
regulation,84 as well as binding governance codes, as illustrated by the introduction of Sport 
England and UK Sport’s code for sports governance.85 Several context-sensitive analyses 
have been performed on the impact and effectiveness of quotas or targets86 for national 

International Review for the Sociology of Sport 50, no. 4-5 (2015).
74 “Research Report: Beyond 30%: Workplace culture in Sport,” Women in Sport, accessed November 10, 2022, 

https://womeninsport.org/research-and-advice/our-publications/beyond-30-workplace-culture-in-sport-
report/. 

75 Honorata Jakubowska, “Poland: Underrepresentation and misrecognition of women,” in Gender diversity in 
European Sport Governance, eds. Agnes Elling, Jorid Hovden, Annelies Knoppers (London: Routledge, 2018).

76 Johanna Adriaanse, and Toni Schofield, “The Impact of Gender Quotas on Gender Equality in Sport Governance,” 
Journal of sport management 28, no. 5 (2014).

77 Madeleine Pape, and Lucie Schoch, “Gendering strategic action fields in sports governance,” International 
Review for the Sociology of Sport (2022).

78 Hovden, “‘Heavyweight’ men and younger women? The gendering of selection processes in Norwegian sports 
organizations”.

79 Caprais, Sabatier, and Rubi, “Electoral Competition and Gender Quotas: Dearth of Female Applicants or 
Structural Resistance?”.

80 Piggott, and Pike, “‘CEO equals man’: Gender and informal organisational practices in English sport governance”.
81 Jorid Hovden, “Female top leaders–prisoners of gender? The gendering of leadership discourses in Norwegian 

sports organizations”, International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics 2.2 (2010).
82 Ian Henry, and Ping Chao Lee, “Governance and ethics in sport”, in The business of sport management, eds. John 

Beech, and Simon Chadwick (Harlow: Pearson, 2004.
83 Alsarve, “Achieving Gender Equity: Barriers and Possibilities at Board Level in Swedish Sport”.
84 Johanna A. Adriaanse, “Quotas to Accelerate Gender Equity in Sport Leadership: Do They Work?”, in Women in 

Sport Leadership (Abingdon: Routledge, 2017).
85 Lucy V. Piggott, Elizabeth C.J. Pike, and Jordan J.K. Matthews, “England: A ‘sporting future’ for all?,” In Gender 

diversity in European sport governance, eds Agnes Elling, Jorid Hovden, and Annelies Knoppers (London: 
Routledge, 2018).

86 See Adriaanse (2017) on the semantic and practical differences between targets and quotas. We distance 
ourselves from the author by considering both as hard measures. 

https://womeninsport.org/research-and-advice/our-publications/beyond-30-workplace-culture-in-sport-report/
https://womeninsport.org/research-and-advice/our-publications/beyond-30-workplace-culture-in-sport-report/
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sport organisations, such as in Australia87, France88, the United Kingdom89, Norway,90,91,92,93,94 
Sweden,95 or Spain96.97 Evidence highlights that quotas and targets have a positive impact 
on the representation of women in decision-making bodies and that the figures tend to rise 
after regulations are implemented. Adriaanse, and Schofield98 found evidence in Australian 
sport organisations that boards with a minimum of three women represented are perceived 
as a precondition to advancing gender equity. In Spain, the figures in NSF have increased 
from 12% in 2013, the year before the implementation of the quota, to 25% in 2018. Similar 
findings are found in France between 2009 and 2020.99 Hovden argues for “fast-track” gender 
quota implementation instead of a more incremental approach, as it can serve as political 
legitimation to growing stakeholder impatience and fatigue for advancing gender equity in 
sport organisations for decades.100 From a soft perspective, initiatives to increase and support 
the involvement of women in sports in all functions and roles have been introduced one after 
the other from the mid-1990s, with the organisation of IOC’s World Conferences on Women 
and Sport since 1994, the creation of International Working Group on Women and Sport 
(1995), the signing of the IOC supported Brighton Declaration (1994) and the report by the 
IOC 2000 Commission published in the aftermath of the Salt Lake City Scandal in 1998 that 
insists on equal representation of men and women members IOC bodies, such as the Athletes’ 
Commission and the Brighton plus Helsinki Declaration on Women and Sport (2014), whose 
main tenet is that ‘without women leaders, decision makers and role models and gender- 
sensitive boards and management with women and men within sport and physical activity, 
equal opportunities for women and girls will not be achieved’.101 Such soft initiatives remain 
present today, as many good governance benchmark analyses, such as the Association of 
Summer Olympic International Federations Reviews of International Federation Governance 
(Indicator 3.8) or the Sports Governance Observer (Principles 24 and 50), include gender-
targeted measures, a path initiated by the Sydney Scoreboard in 2016. Such soft measures 
are key ‘in creating awareness of and sensitivity to the issue’102 of the equal representation of 
women and men in the governance of sport governing bodies.

87 Adriaanse, and Schofield, “The Impact of Gender Quotas on Gender Equality in Sport Governance”.
88 Caprais, Sabatier and Rubi, “Electoral Competition and Gender Quotas: Dearth of Female Applicants or 

Structural Resistance?”.
89 Piggott, Pike, and Matthews, “England: A ‘sporting future’ for all?”.
90 Hovden, “‘Heavyweight’ men and younger women? The gendering of selection processes in Norwegian sports 

organizations”.
91 Kari Fasting, “Women’s Role in National and International Sports Governing Bodies”, Women in sport Volume XIII 

of the encyclopedia of sports medicine (2000).
92 Kari Fasting, “Women and sport in Norway”.
93 Berit Skirstad, “Gender policy and organizational change: A contextual approach”.
94 Sisjord, Fasting, and Sand, “The impact of gender quotas in leadership in Norwegian organised sport”.
95 Alsarve, “Achieving Gender Equity: Barriers and Possibilities at Board Level in Swedish Sport”.
96 Valiente Fernández, “The impact of gender quotas in sport management: the case of Spain”.
97 See Elling, Hovden and Knoppers (2019) for an overview of context and sport sensitive cases.
98 Adriaanse, and Schofield, “The Impact of Gender Quotas on Gender Equality in Sport Governance”.
99 Caprais, Sabatier, and Rubi, “Electoral Competition and Gender Quotas: Dearth of Female Applicants or 

Structural Resistance?”.
100 Hovden, Jorid. “The ‘fast track’ as future strategy for achieving gender equality and democracy in sport 

organisations,” in Ethics and governance in sport, eds. Yves Vanden Auweele, Elaine Cook, and Jim Parry (New 
York: Routledge, 2016).

101 International Working Group Women & Sport, Brighton plus Helsinki 2014 Declaration on Women and Sport 
(Mount Eden: IWG Women & Sport, 2014), 2, https://iwgwomenandsport.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/
Brighton-plus-Helsinki-2014-Declaration-on-Women-and-Sport.pdf 

102 Adriaanse, “Quotas to Accelerate Gender Equity in Sport Leadership: Do They Work?”, 94.

https://iwgwomenandsport.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Brighton-plus-Helsinki-2014-Declaration-on-Women-and-Sport.pdf
https://iwgwomenandsport.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Brighton-plus-Helsinki-2014-Declaration-on-Women-and-Sport.pdf
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2.3. MACRO-LEVEL MEASURES TO PROMOTE GENDER EQUITY IN THE SWISS 
SPORT SYSTEM

Between the late 1990s and early 2000s, the Swiss sport system underwent several 
structural changes that formed the foundations of what is still relevant today. The Swiss 
Sports Association and the Swiss Olympic Committee merged to form Swiss Olympic, and 
the Federal Military Department was expanded to include the area of sports, including 
the creation of FOSPO. Pertaining the division of competencies that is characteristic of a 
federalist system and the principle of the subsidiarity of public intervention, non-profit sport 
organisations, such as NSF, benefit from an important degree of strategic and operational 
autonomy. However, they can also rely on direct and indirect financial support by the public 
sector at three levels of Swiss federalism: national, cantonal, and local. They receive 
subsidies for their contributions to elite and mass sports and can have facilitated access 
to sport facilities. Today, Swiss Olympic represents the interests of more than 80 NSF and 
partner organisations, and also mainly relies on public funds from lotteries based on time-
bound performance agreements with FOSPO. Swiss Olympic and FOSPO also cooperate with 
numerous actors in the Swiss sport system, particularly when amending laws and ordinances, 
concluding service agreements, or issuing standards with NSF. This configuration leads to a 
significant production of interpellations, motions, and concepts in many areas of sport.103

At the macro level, the topic of gender representation in the decision-making positions of 
sport governing bodies emerged at the beginning of 2002, when the Federal Council’s (2000) 
concept for a sports policy in Switzerland recognises that ‘the proportion of women in 
leadership positions (...) is still too low’ (p. 6) and that it is necessary to put in place measures to 
encourage their participation. In 2002, this concept led to a catalogue of measures, which was 
successively evaluated for the period 2003–2006 and 2007–2010. However, the evaluation did 
not mention any references to the targeted measures. During this period, neither the law or 
the ordinance on sport, nor the service agreement between FOSPO and Swiss Olympic made 
any reference to measures on the promotion of women. Since 2006, Swiss Olympic requires 
its member federations to allocate at least 15% of the federal subsidies to the promotion of 
ethics in sport on the basis of the seven principles of the 2004 FOSPO/Swiss Olympic Charter 
on Ethics in Sport, of which equal treatment is a key principle. However, the principle does 
not specifically mention gender representation. We observe, however, that the Swiss Sports 
Observatory gathers information and monitors its evolution – not in the area of “fairer and 
safer sport,” but in the basic dataset. 

The 2010s coincided with the first steps of the revision of the Sports Act and a period marked 
by the fight against organisational corruption in sport. While the fight against doping was 
already included in the 1972 law, ethics and safety in sports were given an entire chapter in 
the new draft (Chapter 5). The Charter of Ethics in Sport was revised, and three new specific 
concepts and measures in the field of mass sport, youth sport, and elite sport and sports 
facilities were published. Similar to 2000, the federal government’s concept for youth and 
elite sport (only) acknowledges that targeted measures have been taken by clubs and NSF 
without mentioning concrete examples, but again regrets that women are proportionately 

103 Andreas Ch. Weber et al., “Die Organisation des Sports in der Schweiz”. In Das System Sport in der Schweiz und 
international, eds. Hippolyt Kempf, and Hans Lichtsteiner (Magglingen: BASPO, 2015).
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less numerous than men in youth and elite sport and significantly underrepresented in 
decision-making positions in Swiss sport at a historically very low level (Federal Department 
of Defence, Civil Protection and Sport DDPS 2016). This leads the federal government to call 
NSF for better promotion, but only from 2024 onwards. Between 2010 and 2018, the strategies 
of Swiss Olympic adopted and published in 2012 and 2015 or the performance agreements 
between the FOSPO and Swiss Olympic (2011–2014, 2014–2016, 2017, 2018 and 2019) make 
no reference to the promotion of women in decision-making positions. As an administrative 
unit of the federal government, the FOSPO is directly influenced by policymaking in the 
field of human resources. Based on the Federal Personnel Act (SR 172.220.1), employers 
must take appropriate measures to ensure equity between women and men. With strategic 
target values, the federal government sets target values for the proportion of women in the 
administration.104 For many years, the FOSPO has been below the target value of 44–48% of 
women in decision-making positions for 2016–2019 and 46–50% for 2020–2023.105

We observe that the discourse on the need to increase the number of women in decision-
making positions has taken on a new dimension in 2019, following the accession of the 
first woman to head the DDPS since its creation in 1998. This has energised institutional 
and political narratives on the ineffectiveness of gender equity measures in parliament (see 
Inquiry Trede) and in the federal government, which has led to the implementation of harder 
measures to ensure better representation of women in decision-making positions. Building 
on its strategy of 25 November, 2020 for companies linked to the Confederation, the federal 
government expects the NSF to comply with gender representation targets (Federal Council 
2021a). This includes a target requirement of a minimum of 40% of women’s representation 
in executive committees to be implemented by the end of 2024.106,107 The performance 
agreement between FOSPO and Swiss Olympic obliges NSF to promote gender equity. In the 
version of 2021, Swiss Olympic shall set related measures and is also requested to document 
the progress made on the basis of the performance agreements with NSF. In the medium 
term, gender equality measures will be integrated into the revision of the Sports Promotion 
Ordinance, and compliance with the targets should be taken into account in the calculation of 
subsidies.108 Ultimately, the federal government considers that Swiss Olympic is responsible 
for conducting awareness-raising and education campaigns but, currently, without related 
financial support.109 In April 2021, the federal government issued Equality Strategy 2030 
as the first national strategy to specifically promote gender equity. It sets four action fields 
(professional and public life, conciliation and family, gender violence, and discrimination) and 
related goals and measures, particularly related to the improvement of gender representation 
and gender balance in decision-making positions. This representation should be implemented 

104 Federal Office of Personnel [FOPER], Strategische Sollwerte für das Personalmanagement der Bundesverwaltung 
2020–2023 [unpublished dokument] (Bern: FOPER, 2020).

105 FOPER, Frauenanteil im Kader des Bundesamts für Sport und der Bundesverwaltung [unpublished dataset, extract 
by 08.02.2022] (Bern: FOPER, 2022).

106 Federal Council, Vorschlag zur Anpassung der Verordnung über die Förderung von Sport und Bewegung 
(provisorische Fassung).

107 FOSPO, Änderung der Sportförderungsverordnung; Unabhängige nationale Meldestelle des Schweizer Sports. 
Erläuternder Bericht zur Vernehmlassungsvorlage.

108 “Offensive en faveur des femmes dans le sport”, Parlament, Federal Council, accessed October 17, 2022, 
https://www.parlament.ch/fr/ratsbetrieb/suche-curia-vista/geschaeft?AffairId=20213333. 

109 Federal Council, “Offensive en faveur des femmes dans le sport”.

https://www.parlament.ch/fr/ratsbetrieb/suche-curia-vista/geschaeft?AffairId=20213333


21

Sports Law, Policy & Diplomacy Journal 1, no. 2 (2023), 9-34

in particular in events, conferences, and panels by or with the federal administration.110

Another special situation occurred at the meso level at the time examined, with a stronger 
impact on the advancement of women. “The Magglingen Protocols” is the name given by the 
media to revelations by eight Swiss female athletes about abuse in gymnastics training at the 
national sports centre in Magglingen. The documents became public at the end of October 
2020 and have been processed in the media and politically since. As a result, the federal 
government wants to put ethical principles into sports on a legally binding basis. In this way, 
the federal government can enforce financial cuts if the principles are not adhered to. The 
ethical principles will be anchored in an amendment to the Sports Promotion Ordinance (SR 
425.01), which is due to come into force in 2023.111 This amendment includes a balanced 
gender representation in the management bodies of sports organisations (association board, 
foundation board and board of directors) being required as a prerequisite for the disbursement 
of financial support.112 Gender balance is achieved when both genders are represented by at 
least 40% of the seats in a multimember body.113 In addition, because the required integration 
of ethical principles in the Sports Promotion Ordinance is based on the Sport Promotion Act 
(SR 415.0), these adjustments would have a long-term character. 

Ultimately, as it was at the international level, the prevalence of the topic has been reinforced 
since 2020 – by the creation of specialised organisations, such as Helvetia on Track or Sporti(f) 
– to improve the visibility and recognition of women in all areas of sport and to ensure that 
clubs, federations, public authorities, and other sports organisations are involved in its 
process and public authorities and other sports organisations balance the composition of their 
bodies, commissions, juries, boards of directors, managements, and management teams.114 
Within this context, measures include benchmark analysis and the ongoing development 
of a database that includes a list of women leaders in sports. It also includes awareness-
raising campaigns. Sporti(f) organises networking events, and Helvetia on Track requests 
that decision-making positions are publicly communicated, that the criteria are set, and that 
sport governing bodies, such as Swiss Olympic, shall submit at least one female and one 
male candidate for each candidacy. In 2020, Swiss Olympic organised the first “Swiss Olympic 
dialogue” on the topic of women in decision-making functions. In the last two years, several 
NSFs, such as the Swiss national football association, have also decided to raise awareness 
on the topic with debates and conferences. Such softer measures are also perceptible with 
regular political speeches or interviews with Federal Councillor Amherd including calls for 

110 Federal Council, Stratégie Egalité 2030 (Bern: Swiss Confederation, 2021), https://www.ebg.admin.ch/dam/
ebg/fr/dokumente/publikationen_gleichstellung_allgemein/Gleichstellungsstrategie%202030.pdf.download.
pdf/Strat%C3%A9gie%20Egalit%C3%A9%202030.pdf. 

111 Federal Council, Vorschlag zur Anpassung der Verordnung über die Förderung von Sport und Bewegung 
(provisorische Fassung).

112 Federal Council, Vorschlag zur Anpassung der Verordnung über die Förderung von Sport und Bewegung 
(provisorische Fassung).

113 FOSPO, Änderung der Sportförderungsverordnung; Unabhängige nationale Meldestelle des Schweizer Sports. 
Erläuternder Bericht zur Vernehmlassungsvorlage.

114 “Wir fordern”, Sporti{f}, Sporti{f}, https://sportif.info/wir-fordern/. 

https://www.ebg.admin.ch/dam/ebg/fr/dokumente/publikationen_gleichstellung_allgemein/Gleichstellungsstrategie%202030.pdf.download.pdf/Strat%C3%A9gie%20Egalit%C3%A9%202030.pdf
https://www.ebg.admin.ch/dam/ebg/fr/dokumente/publikationen_gleichstellung_allgemein/Gleichstellungsstrategie%202030.pdf.download.pdf/Strat%C3%A9gie%20Egalit%C3%A9%202030.pdf
https://www.ebg.admin.ch/dam/ebg/fr/dokumente/publikationen_gleichstellung_allgemein/Gleichstellungsstrategie%202030.pdf.download.pdf/Strat%C3%A9gie%20Egalit%C3%A9%202030.pdf
https://sportif.info/wir-fordern/
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more women in sport governing bodies or a better promotion of women.115, 116, 117

3. METHODS

To provide evidence in response to the research question, a descriptive analysis of the 
quantitative data was conducted. The analysis period covers 2012–2021, as the Federal Act 
on the Promotion of Sport and Exercise (SR 415.0) was passed in 2012; this act represents 
a landmark in Swiss sports policy and therefore provides the legal basis for the national 
promotion and financial support of sports. The Sports Promotion Act counts among the hard 
measures at the macro level (see Table 1).

Figure 1  Study Design

Notes: FOSPO = Federal Office of Sport; SNSF = Swiss National Sports Federations. 
Source: own illustration.

The quantitative data collection and analysis measures the variation in women’s representation 
in decision-making positions in sport governing bodies. Three different organisations were 
considered that act on a national level: (a) the FOSPO, (b) Swiss Olympic and (c) SNSF. The 
FOSPO represents the public sector, while Swiss Olympic and the SNSF represent the non-
profit sector. For all three organisations, gender representation in operational decision-
making positions was analysed. 

At the FOSPO and Swiss Olympic, decision-making positions were defined if the persons 
worked in a management function according to their employment contract. Within these two 
organisations, the lower, middle, and higher managements were examined in an aggregated 
manner since no information on the level of the management position was available in the 
data set. The data on the proportion of women at FOSPO were supplied directly by FOPER as 
percentages over the years 2012 to 2021.118 No data on absolute figures for the FOSPO were 
available. The data set for Swiss Olympic was supplied by Swiss Olympic itself over the entire 
period from 2012 to 2021.119 The data set contained absolute numbers of women and men 

115 Viola Amherd, “Mehr Frauen in hohen Funktionen wären wichtig”, interview by Lino Schaeren, Federal 
Department of Defence, Civil Protection and Sport, November 11, 2019, https://www.vbs.admin.ch/de/vbs/
organisation/cvbs.detail.news.html/vbs-internet/interviews/2019/191107a.html. 

116 Viola Amherd, Ansprache zum Zukunftstag “Strategie Sportwirtschaft 5.0,” Der Bundesrat, June 9, 2020, https://
www.admin.ch/gov/de/start/dokumentation/medienmitteilungen.msg-id-79391.html. 

117 FOSPO, Sprechnotiz Bundesrätin Viola Amherd zur Medienkonferenz 28 6 2021 zur Studie Leistungssport Schweiz 
2019 [unpublished document]. (Magglingen: FOSPO, 2021).

118 FOPER, Frauenanteil im Kader des Bundesamts für Sport und der Bundesverwaltung.
119 Swiss Olympic, Gender-Statistik [unpublished dataset, extract by 11.03.2022] (Ittigen: Swiss Olympic, 2022).

https://www.vbs.admin.ch/de/vbs/organisation/cvbs.detail.news.html/vbs-internet/interviews/2019/191107a.html
https://www.vbs.admin.ch/de/vbs/organisation/cvbs.detail.news.html/vbs-internet/interviews/2019/191107a.html
https://www.admin.ch/gov/de/start/dokumentation/medienmitteilungen.msg-id-79391.html
https://www.admin.ch/gov/de/start/dokumentation/medienmitteilungen.msg-id-79391.html
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over the specified period with a sampling size varying between n = 16 and 25 depending on 
the year. At the SNSF, leadership positions were defined according to their function, with the 
underlying idea of examining the superiors of athletes in elite sports. Therefore, performance 
directors and youth sport directors were examined, as they act as supervisors of athletes 
in elite sports. Those positions can be assigned to lower management without an existing 
definition by the SNSF respectively. The data was provided by Swiss Olympic and originates 
from a database extract as of 25.02.2022 of the functions performance directors and youth 
sports directors with a varying sample size of n = 74 to 88 from 34 SNSF representing 
55 different sports over the period between 2016 and 2021. Since the functions were not 
systematically recorded before 2016, there is no data available for the previous years.

4. RESULTS

The quantitative data analysis examined whether the proportion of women in leadership 
positions changed between 2012 and 2021. Looking at the gender representation in decision-
making positions in the three different sport governing bodies (Figure 2), it is apparent 
that Swiss Olympic has the highest proportion of women overall. In all three organisations, 
there is fluctuation in women’s representation, and therefore no trend identifiable towards 
more women over the entire period from 2012 to 2021. The FOSPO has shown an upward 
trend since 2018, with a slightly stronger increase from 2020 to 2021. This increase is also 
identifiable at Swiss Olympic. In contrast, SNSF showed a decline in 2021 after an increase in 
the proportion of women in previous years.

Figure 2  Proportion of women in operational leadership positions of Swiss sport governing 
bodies 2012–2021

Notes: FOSPO = Federal Office of Sport; SNSF = Swiss National Sports Federations;  = Taking 
office of Federal Councillor Viola Amherd.
Source: FOPER, Frauenanteil im Kader des Bundesamts für Sport und der Bundesverwaltung; 
Swiss Olympic, Gender-Statistik; Swiss Olympic, “Card-Inhaber (Swiss Olympic Techniker)” 
[dataset], accessed February 25, 2022, https://www.swissolympic.ch/athleten-trainer/
swiss-olympic-card/card-inhaber.html?searchId=7971).

https://www.swissolympic.ch/athleten-trainer/swiss-olympic-card/card-inhaber.html?searchId=7971
https://www.swissolympic.ch/athleten-trainer/swiss-olympic-card/card-inhaber.html?searchId=7971
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Figure 3 shows the absolute number of women and men at Swiss Olympic over time. It is 
evident that the proportion of women fluctuated over the entire period and that the proportion 
of women in 2021, at 36%, was very slightly below the baseline level of 2012, at 37.5%. In 
2015, there was a drop in the proportion of women caused by an increase in the number 
of men, accompanied by a reduction in the number of women. Since then, the proportion of 
women has fluctuated, never returning to its peak level in 2014 (41% of women). The increase 
in women’s representation in 2021 can be explained by an increase in women and a decrease 
in men at the same time. Consequently, no pattern can be identified as to whether the gender 
distribution is more likely due to a change in the proportion of women or to a change in the 
proportion of men. However, it can be seen that when large changes in the gender distribution 
occurred, this was due to an opposite development in the two gender ratios.

Figure 3  Number of women and men in management positions at Swiss Olympic 2012–2021

Notes: Source: Swiss Olympic, Gender-Statistik

The absolute number of women and men at the SNSF over time is shown in Figure 4. Similar 
to Swiss Olympic, the SNSF do not show clear patterns in gender distribution, but rather 
fluctuations among women, as well as men.

Figure 4  Number of women and men in leadership positions at SNSF 2016–2021

Notes: Source: Swiss Olympic, “Card-Inhaber (Swiss Olympic Techniker)”
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5. DISCUSSION 

The aim of this study was to present the evolution of gender representation in sport governing 
bodies in Switzerland in light of three cases: FOSPO, Swiss Olympic, and SNSF. During the 
period 2012 and 2021, evidence from our data shows that (a) there is no overall positive 
trend in the representation of women in decision-making positions in the three examined 
organisations and (b) that compared to other national contexts, figures are relatively low for 
national sport governing bodies and FOSPO (15.3% to 24.6%) and rather average–good for 
Swiss Olympic (28.6% to 40.9%). During this period, some national sport federations have 
hired or elected women in top management positions (e.g., rugby in 2013 or gymnastics 
in 2021) or middle management positions, but such initiatives remain rare. We can isolate 
a slight positive increase in representation at FOSPO since 2017 and a stronger increase 
between 2020 and 2021. This observation is comparable to Swiss Olympic for the same 
period. On the contrary, after a positive evolution in the last two years, the representation of 
women in SNSF dropped from 2020 to 2021. 

Our results for Switzerland contradict evidence from other countries, such as Norway, France 
or Spain, where the presence of women in decision-making positions or bodies has grown 
faster in the last years. Most of the period under investigation in our study does not take into 
account the introduction of a hard measure, such as a quota, which was only communicated 
in late 2021 for implementation by 2024 and consubstantial to the modification of the Sports 
Promotion Ordinance. However, this observation suggests that possible soft measures at the 
micro or meso level within the Swiss sport system may be ineffective in achieving the policy 
objectives, as the Swiss sport system includes a high degree of cooperation,120 public sector 
subsidiarity, and autonomy of non-profit sport organisations. On the other hand, we observe 
a possible effect of “anticipatory obedience” in the period 2020–2021, during which Federal 
Councillor Amherd activated soft (macro) measures to emphasise the importance of gender 
representation by calling for more women in sport governing bodies or a better promotion of 
women in the army with public speeches and interviews.121,122,123 This anticipatory obedience 
was also observed during the COVID-19 pandemic.124 In parallel, a set of governmental 
policy documents clearly insist on the topic of diversity in public administration (e.g. Federal 
Personnel Act). Furthermore, specialised organisations, such as Sporti(f) or Helvetia on Track, 
were created, and gathering women leaders (including Federal Councillor Viola Amherd) has 
gained much visibility and legitimacy through important communication campaigns. With 
awareness-rising power, soft macro-level measures can, therefore, have a catalytic effect to 
lay the ground for the implementation of stronger measures by sport governing bodies. 

In the period of 2020–2021, the interference of the federal government in the governance 
and management of autonomous non-profit sport governing bodies and the pressure for 

120 Emmanuel Bayle, “Switzerland: The organisation of sport and policy towards sport federations”, Sport Policy 
Systems and Sport Federations: A Cross-National Perspective (2017).

121 Amherd, “Mehr Frauen in hohen Funktionen wären wichtig”.
122 Amherd, “Ansprache zum Zukunftstag «Strategie Sportwirtschaft 5.0»“.
123 FOSPO, Sprechnotiz Bundesrätin Viola Amherd zur Medienkonferenz 28 6 2021 zur Studie Leistungssport Schweiz 

2019.
124 Benjamin Ewert, “Citizenship as a Form of Anticipatory Obedience? Implications of Preventive Health Policy in 

Germany”, Politics & Policy 49, no. 4 (2021).
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organisational change have also been backed by two exogenous factors: the particular 
situation due to the COVID-19 crisis and the “Magglingen protocols” in 2020. Both events have 
catalysed a larger reform of the Swiss sport system, as they changed power relations and 
respective expectations among the stakeholders. In the first case, the federal government 
injected substantial public funds with the intention of limiting the damages caused by the 
pandemic, which, in turn, stabilised the capabilities of sport organisations. This has reinforced 
the reporting and accountability processes between public and non-profit sport organisations. 
In the second case, the “Magglingen protocols” created a climate for reform towards a more 
ethical and fair sport system, including the amendment of the Sports Promotion Ordinance by 
2023. Both events have generated a new sense of urgency in the sport system. The traditional 
democratic and participatory rather lengthy processes characteristic of the Swiss political 
system moved into sharper and faster processes tinted with a humanistic approach with 
regard to sport-related issues. In this vein, the occurrence of these two events created a 
peculiar sporting climate in the period of 2020–2021, which, in turn, may have influenced the 
legitimacy and prevalence of the gender narrative in the Swiss sport system.

Compared to other countries, such as Norway, Sweden, or Spain, Switzerland does not have 
a strong track record in the development and implementation of hard macro-level measures, 
such as quotas or targets. In Norway, the gender quota system has been implemented for the 
umbrella federation since 1987.125 In Switzerland, such measures have only emerged in recent 
years. This mirrors Hovden’s recommendation126 to “fast-track” gender quota implementation 
to serve as political legitimation to growing stakeholder impatience for advancing gender 
equity in sport organisations. Building on the experiences of other national contexts, we 
can expect the overall number of women to increase, especially if the quota is followed 
by financial sanctioning mechanisms for non-compliance127 and anchored in the Sports 
Promotion Ordinance. In turn, having more women in decision-making positions reinforces 
concern and raises social awareness of the issue, as quantitatively more people carry out the 
narrative. However, building on Hovden,128 the introduction of quotas is not the principal driver 
when considering the overall distribution of men and women in decision-making positions. It 
can secure the nomination of women, as requested by related regulations, but other factors 
can hinder or boost the achievement of the objectives set by the quota, particularly at the 
meso level. Caprais, Sabatier, and Ruby129 mentioned that the governance structure and 
representation system of NSF (e.g., number of seats in decision-making bodies, number of 
management units, type of nomination process, and terms of reference of the position) may 
influence the decision of a career pathway. This decision is also more broadly related to the 
number of women candidates for a position, the type of sports disciplines and the width of 
their participation base (i.e., number of women in the sports discipline). Longitudinal evidence 
from Spain shows that the higher the position is located in the hierarchy, the more difficult it 

125 Hovden, “Female top leaders–prisoners of gender? The gendering of leadership discourses in Norwegian 
sports organizations”.

126 Hovden, Jorid. “The ‘fast track’ as future strategy for achieving gender equality and democracy in sport 
organisations”.

127 Valiente Fernández, “The impact of gender quotas in sport management: the case of Spain”.
128 Hovden (“‘Heavyweight’ men and younger women? The gendering of selection processes in Norwegian sports 

organizations”.
129 Caprais, Sabatier, and Ruby, “Electoral Competition and Gender Quotas: Dearth of Female Applicants or 

Structural Resistance?”.
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is for women to access it.130 

This study provides new data on gender representation in decision-making positions in the 
Swiss sport system. It can complement benchmark studies on European countries. It also 
offers a descriptive account of the measures that promote gender representation. However, 
it should be pointed out that the literature review is partly based on publicly available policy 
documents and that the results are based on an interpretation of quantitative descriptive raw 
data. From there, we do not build evidence on a statistical relationship between the types of 
measures and their effect, but rather discuss potential causalities. To better understand these 
mechanisms and also to prove explanatory evidence, a series of qualitative interviews with 
decision-makers (men and women) should be conducted (e.g., on the ideological resistance 
to quotas, the type of structural and processual challenges related to implementation within 
an organisation, the role of leadership or the existence and interplay between macro- and 
micro-level initiatives that have already been implemented in sport governing bodies). A 
mixed-methods approach is recommended for further investigation. Qualitative data can be 
used to explain the effects that emerge from quantitative data. This will allow for grounder 
research outcomes in the Swiss sport context, comparable to other national case studies and 
secure the effectiveness of policy measures over the long run. Furthermore, to follow Valiente 
Fernández,131 who regrets a lack of reflection on the type of organisation that implements a 
quota (e.g., government, private companies, and non-profits), and Jakubowska,132 Adriaanse, 
and Schofield133 and Pape, and Schoch,134 who highlight that gender-promotive measures 
are consubstantial to organisational culture and values, a more representative sampling and 
sharper segmentation of sport governing bodies should be performed. In our analysis, we 
included three types of organisations that represent two different sectors – public and non-
profit – and that have their own logic. The results for one type of organisation, NSF, are also a 
clustering of data. In the public sector, we focused on a single organisation (FOSPO). It would 
be relevant to analyse the impact of a gender quota and its interplay with other measures 
within each sector. 

6. CONCLUSION

Improvement of gender representation in sports remains slow, but many initiatives 
have been undertaken. To date, their effectiveness has been measured using descriptive 
quantitative benchmark analysis. Although they can be criticised methodologically, they 
have the advantage of problematising and creating awareness of an issue. Our analysis does 
not show clear evidence that the number of women who hold decision-making positions in 
sport organisations is steadily growing in the long run. Building on the literature, we can 
expect a positive effect after the enforcement of the target in 2024. However, we have also 
observed that other types of measures can contribute to reaching the policy aim. Therefore, it 
is an opportunity for researchers to continue to collect and analyse quantitative data among 
the same sport governing bodies in the long term and sharpen the analysis with a better 
deconstruction of the decision-making positions within. This, in turn, will provide better 

130 Valiente Fernández, “The impact of gender quotas in sport management: the case of Spain”.
131 Valiente Fernández, “The impact of gender quotas in sport management: the case of Spain”.
132 Jakubowska, “Poland: Underrepresentation and misrecognition of women”.
133 Adriaanse, and Schofield, “The Impact of Gender Quotas on Gender Equality in Sport Governance”.
134 Pape, and Schoch, “Gendering strategic action fields in sports governance”. 



28

Corinne Zurmühle, Michaël Mrkonjic, Andreas Ch. Weber: The evoluTion of Gender represenTaTion...

evidence to support the implementation of sustainable meso- and micro-level measures for 
the development of sport organisations and contribute to re-anchoring the principle of the 
subsidiarity of public intervention and the autonomy of non-profit sport organisations.
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