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Abstract 

Despite the implementation of Title IX in the 1970s, females have continued to be 

underrepresented in leadership positions at all levels of intercollegiate athletics. The 

proportion of females serving as head coaches for women’s sports teams has been 

especially low. This topic is often studied through the lens of hiring practices and issues 

affecting the growth and advancement of female coaches. This dissertation in practice 

study took a different approach and generated new knowledge on the topic by studying 

the leadership of women’s athletic teams from the perspective of the female student-

athletes. To do so, the research focused on the lived experiences of former female 

student-athletes who competed at the NCAA Division II level. Limited research has used 

the student-athlete perspective to explore this issue, and very little existing research has 

focused exclusively on this population in intercollegiate athletics. Qualitative research 

was used to examine NCAA Division II female student-athletes’ preferred gender in a 

head coach and to identify critical experiences influencing their preference. The results 

revealed a sharp contradiction in the participants’ overall preference to be coached by 

men despite placing higher value on leadership characteristics they attributed to female 

coaches. Additionally, the research provides avenues for additional study on the influence 

of youth coaches on head-coach gender preferences, different standards for male and 

female coaches, and cultural sexism in intercollegiate athletics.  

 

Keywords: Coach, Intercollegiate Athletics, Leadership, Title IX, NCAA Division II, 

Women’s Sports. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Female Student-Athlete Perspectives on Head Coach Gender 

This qualitative study surveyed former National Collegiate Athletic Association 

(NCAA) Division II female student-athletes about their intercollegiate athletics 

experiences. The aim was to examine their preferred gender in a head coach and to 

identify critical experiences influencing their gender preferences. Focusing the study on 

Division II student-athletes provided insight into an understudied population of NCAA 

athletes. An overview of NCAA Division II athletics, and how the philosophy of Division 

II relates to the aim and purpose of the study, is included in this chapter. Research topics 

and questions are outlined, and the foundation of the study is presented. The chapter also 

reviews the unique nature of the study and details how the research differentiated itself 

from similar research involving gender and leadership studies in intercollegiate athletics. 

Statement of the Problem 

Title IX expanded opportunities for female athletes, yet the percentage of female 

head coaches in intercollegiate athletics has declined since Title IX’s implementation 

more than four decades ago (Welch & Sigelman, 2007). Women have typically found it 

difficult to overcome perceptions that male coaches are more effective leaders of 

intercollegiate athletic teams (Welch & Sigelman, 2007). This study surveyed former 

NCAA Division II female student-athletes to help explain why. 

NCAA Division II is a unique, understudied population of scholarship 

intercollegiate athletics in which a few student-athletes receive full athletics aid (NCAA, 

2016). Most Division II student-athletes must fund a portion of their college experience 

through academic scholarships, grants, work study, or student loans. While NCAA 
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Division II student-athletes possess notable athletic talent, their college experiences more 

closely parallel those of amateur athletes than their peers who compete at NCAA 

Division I institutions. This has been attributed to the nature of athletic scholarship 

funding and the time demands associated with NCAA Division II athletics (NCAA, 

2010). NCAA research suggests that Division II student-athletes are satisfied with their 

school experiences.  

The research also suggested that much of this satisfaction comes from student-

athletes being encouraged to balance their passion for athletics with their quest for 

academic learning and developing leadership skills that mold them into productive 

citizens (Division II SCORE, 2010). Although Division II institutions offer athletic 

scholarships, very few Division II student-athletes receive full scholarships. Division II 

athletics offer a balance between the high-profile and highly funded Division I model and 

the non-scholarship Division III model of intercollegiate athletics. This study of NCAA 

Division II female student-athletes was designed to reveal new data relevant to current 

and aspiring coaches in women’s sports and to provide value to athletic administrators 

who are responsible for hiring decisions at Division II institutions. 

The results and trends described in this study may be especially valuable to 

aspiring female coaches, as the percentage of female head coaches in intercollegiate 

athletics has declined since the implementation of Title IX more than four decades ago 

(Welch & Sigelman, 2007). Research by Welch and Sigelman (2007) indicated that 

factors leading to females exiting the college coaching profession included family 

commitments, movement into administrative roles, and perception of bias toward the 

gender traits of males as they relate to head coaching. However, little research has 
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explored gender preference from the perspective of the athletes being coached, and little 

has focused on student-athletes who compete outside NCAA Division I athletics or elite 

international-level competition.  

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine whether NCAA Division II 

female student-athletes have a specific preference to be coached by a male or female head 

coach.  

Aim of the Study 

The aim of the study was to examine former NCAA Division II female student-

athletes’ preferred gender in a head coach and to identify critical experiences influencing 

their gender preferences. 

Research Questions  

 This study was designed to uncover the lived experience of former NCAA 

Division II female student-athletes using a phenomenological qualitative research 

approach. The study used semi-structured interviews with 20 former NCAA Division II 

female student-athletes ages 21–26 who were members of their campus Student-Athlete 

Advisory Committee (SAAC) and competed in sports commonly offered by NCAA 

Division II institutions, including basketball, field hockey, lacrosse, soccer, softball, 

swimming and diving, and volleyball. The following research questions guided the study:  

Research Question 1: What gender do NCAA Division II female student-athletes 

prefer in a head coach?  
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 Research Question 2: How do NCAA Division II female student-athletes describe 

the characteristics they value most in a head coach, and do they attribute those traits to 

one gender over the other? 

Research Question 3: How do previous interactions with coaches (e.g., youth 

coaches, high school coaches) influence the college head coach gender preferences of 

NCAA Division II female student-athletes?   

Significance of the Dissertation in Practice Study 

 Having previously served as the associate director of NCAA Division II and 

currently serving as an NCAA Division II athletic director at a public university in 

Missouri, the researcher has taken part in many leadership programs aimed at developing 

future female leaders in intercollegiate athletics. The researcher has found that these 

leadership programs often focus on developing females for head coaching positions, as 

the proportion of female coaches drastically trails that of their male counterparts (Welch 

& Sigelman, 2007). Though these leadership programs provide excellent professional 

development and mentorship opportunities for aspiring female coaches, the programming 

rarely focuses on the issue of developing female head coaches from the perspective of 

student-athletes. Because females significantly trail their male counterparts in obtaining 

head coaching positions (Acosta & Carpenter, 2012), the researcher began asking why 

female student-athlete input was not included in the professional development 

programming. The perspectives of female student-athletes were not present in numerous 

developmental workshops attended by the researcher from 2012 to 2017. These 

workshops included the NCAA’s Career in Sports Forum, the Division II Athletic 

Directors Association’s Mentoring Program, the NCAA Inclusion Forum, various 
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professional development sessions hosted at the annual National Association of 

Collegiate Directors of Athletics (NACDA) Convention, and other events hosted by the 

NCAA’s department of leadership development. 

Approximately 46,000 women compete as student-athletes at NCAA Division II 

institutions (NCAA, 2016). Yet fewer than half of these women are led by female head 

coaches (Acosta & Carpenter, 2012). In comparison, more than 90% of women’s teams 

were led by female head coaches prior to the implementation of Title IX in 1973 (Acosta 

& Carpenter, 2012). Further, males hold more than 60% of NCAA women’s basketball 

head coaching positions, which are traditionally the most lucrative coaching positions 

among NCAA women’s sports (Acosta & Carpenter, 2012). Finally, among the three 

NCAA divisions, Division II has the lowest percentage of females leading women’s 

teams, with 34.8% of women’s teams employing female head coaches (Lapchick, 2015). 

 For female coaches to have a better chance of overcoming adverse hiring statistics 

(Lapchick, 2015), it is important that they have access to information about female 

athletes’ head coach gender preferences and the critical coaching interactions that 

influence the gender preferences of these student-athletes. Communication differences 

between genders continue to emerge as a critical characteristic in the coach–player 

relationship (Haselwood et al., 2005). Female head coaches must be properly equipped to 

overcome gender stereotypes and to overcome the associated barriers in their profession 

and among the student-athletes they coach. 

An exploration of female athletes’ perceptions of male and female coaches 

provided data that emerging female coaches can use to their advantage. The study also 

grants NCAA Division II athletic administrators, who are key decision makers in the 



GENDER PREFERENCES IN COLLEGE HEAD COACHES  6 
 

hiring of head coaches, greater information about the coaching traits desired by female 

student-athletes. Specific information on female student-athletes’ expectations and the 

evaluation of coaches can help current and aspiring collegiate coaches, university 

administrators, and student-athletes directly associated with women’s intercollegiate 

athletics.  

Methodology Overview 

The study utilized a phenomenological qualitative approach to measure the 

preferences of NCAA Division II female student-athletes regarding the gender of their 

head coach. The study focused solely on female student-athletes because men’s sports 

teams are rarely coached by women (Acosta & Carpenter, 2012). According to Creswell 

(2012), the major premise of phenomenological qualitative research is to design a study 

of the lived experience of individuals as described by the study’s participants. The 

descriptions in this study came from 12 semi-structured interviews with former NCAA 

Division II female student-athletes aged 21–26 who also served as Student-Athlete 

Advisory Committee representatives. This demographic involved females who had 

completed their athletic eligibility within the past five years. These former student-

athletes were identified through the researcher’s existing relationships with members of 

NCAA Division II SAACs. From 2012 to 2016, the researcher served as the NCAA’s 

lead advisor for Division II Student-Athlete Advisory Committee members. 

The NCAA mandates that each of its member schools create a Student-Athlete 

Advisory Committee and conduct meetings throughout the academic year. The 

committees address student-athlete welfare and are populated by appointed student-

athlete leaders from each varsity sports program sponsored by the institution. The 
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researcher possessed a contact database of every NCAA Division II SAAC member who 

served on the national committee from 2012 to 2016 and a database of the lead 

committee advisors at all NCAA Division II campuses. Student-Athlete Advisory 

Committee members are among the most respected student-athletes on their respective 

campuses and are selected to represent the voices of their peer athletes on student-athlete 

welfare issues. The researcher personally administered each semi-structured interview 

through teleconference. 

Limitations, Delimitations, and Personal Biases 

The study focused on former NCAA Division II female student-athletes and 

examined their perceptions of and preferences for a head coach’s gender. The participants 

were former NCAA Division II female student-athletes aged 21 to 26 who were members 

of their campus SAACs, speaking confidentially about former head coach experiences. 

Therefore, the background and circumstances of each interview were unique.  

The study targeted former instead of current student-athletes to alleviate concerns 

a student-athlete might have when speaking candidly about a current coach. However, the 

target demographic produced a sample of 12 participants who had athletic experiences at 

the NCAA Division II level in the previous five academic years (2013–18). Using former 

student-athletes as the focus of this study also eliminated real-time circumstances that 

could have altered responses, such as coming off a thrilling win or a hurtful loss or 

having an in-season dispute with a coach. The study encouraged honest, long-term 

reflection on the student-athletes’ experiences. Although the study generated significant 

conversation and several clear trends, it was not feasible to uncover every factor on each 

individual’s preferences for a head coach in both the short and long term. Factors such as 
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playing time and interaction with teammates could affect an athlete’s outlook toward 

their head coach regardless of gender.  

Due to budget, time, and personal constraints, the study was limited to 12 

interview subjects. This sample size met suggested standards for conducting 

phenomenological studies. Creswell (1997) recommends a sample of between five and 25 

participants, and Morse (1994) recommends that phenomenological studies have at least 

six interview subjects. Given the sample size in the study, the data collected may serve as 

a foundation for future research but may not truly represent the female student-athlete 

population in its entirety. 

Division II Student-Athlete Advisory Committee members were the most easily 

accessible to the researcher, and there was already trust between the student-athletes and 

the researcher from previous interactions at the NCAA’s national office. The researcher 

anticipated that the existing relationships would result in open and candid interview 

responses. Using former student-athletes also alleviated concerns institutions might have 

had about current student-athletes divulging interactions with current head coaches to 

outside personnel. In addition, interviewing former student-athletes did not require 

permission from their college or university. Geographically, committee members are 

distributed from coast to coast, but they offer a more manageable subgroup of Division II 

female student-athletes for conducting research on. Committee rosters from 2012 to 2017 

were used to populate the semi-structured interviews. 

Potential bias during the semi-structured interviews was addressed through 

scripted interview questions and a consistent interview structure for each participant 

(Appendix A). The interviews were conducted over the phone rather than in person to 
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avoid nonverbal communication between the researcher and interview subject. To 

minimize confirmation bias in responses, the researcher logged his overall impressions of 

each person interviewed and identified any assumptions that existed at the beginning of 

the interview. The review of literature indicated an overall shortcoming of studies 

focusing on NCAA Division II coaches and student-athletes, which this study directly 

addressed (Acosta & Carpenter, 2012; Lapchick, 2015; Rhode & Walker, 2008). 

The purpose of this study was to identify clear trends in the leadership 

characteristics and experiences that make coaches successful in coaching NCAA Division 

II female student-athletes, focusing on the student-athletes’ perspectives. The researcher 

has more than 15 years of professional experience in a male-dominated sports culture. 

This includes playing five seasons of college football at the NCAA Division II level, 

working for seven seasons in public relations for a National Football League (NFL) 

franchise, spending one season in administration for a franchise in the National 

Basketball Association (NBA), and spending five years as an administrator associated 

with NCAA Division II athletic programs. Before joining NCAA Division II as a sports 

administrator, the researcher’s entire experience in sports was with males coaching men’s 

teams. As an athlete, the researcher preferred to be instructed by coaches who had 

experience playing the game, and the trend of hiring former athletes as coaches in their 

sports was present in the professional sports organizations with which he had been 

associated. These personal experiences and potential bias led to the assumption that 

NCAA Division II female student-athletes might prefer female coaches with experience 

playing the same sports. The available literature, however, indicted the opposite, that 

male coaches far outnumbered female coaches in women’s intercollegiate athletics 
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(Acosta & Carpenter, 2012; Lapchick, 2015). Additional studies, conducted by surveys 

(Greenawalt, 2012) and qualitative interviews (Frey, 2006), suggested that female 

athletes associated with NCAA Division I institutions preferred to be coached by men. As 

NCAA Division II institutions employed the lowest proportion of female head coaches 

among the three divisions (Lapchick, 2015), this study addressed a critical yet 

understudied population in intercollegiate women’s sports. 

The Role of Leadership in this Study 

The study provided further examination of NCAA Division II female student-

athletes, women in leadership positions, and overall leadership in intercollegiate women’s 

sports. Effective mentorship practices for female student-athletes were revealed over the 

course of this research. The study focused on former NCAA Division II female student-

athletes aged 21–26 who were members of their campus SAACs, and it probed their 

athletic interactions with male and female coaches. For many student-athletes, coaches 

serve as an extension of the family. Student-athletes’ interactions with their head coaches 

go well beyond the playing field (Miller, Salmela, & Kerr, 2002). Coaches address 

personal issues and goal setting with their athletes on and off the field. The relationship 

between coach and athlete is unique, for better or worse. Exploring ways to effectively 

address the needs of NCAA Division II female student-athletes will better serve aspiring 

coaches of female athletes and the athletic directors who make head coach hiring 

decisions. Most importantly, effective leadership practices were identified by the student-

athletes themselves. As a result of this study, both male and female coaches can gain 

more insight into the best practices for interacting with female student-athletes competing 

at Division II colleges and universities. 
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Summary 

To examine the perspectives of student-athletes, the study engaged former NCAA 

Division II female student-athletes aged 21–26 who were members of their campus 

Student-Athlete Advisory Committees to have them reflect on their athletic careers and 

determine their preferences for being coached by a man or woman. The study also 

identified critical experiences influencing these preferences. Using a phenomenological 

qualitative approach, this study included qualitative semi-structured interviews with 12 

members of the target population. The limitations of the study include the accessible 

sample size and the use of former instead of current student-athletes.  

The researcher began this project while working at the NCAA’s headquarters as 

the associate director of Division II and has since become the director of athletics at a 

public NCAA Division II university in Missouri. The researcher has more than 15 years 

of relatable experience in athletic administration. These professional connections 

contributed to the implementation of the study. The study produced data that can enhance 

head coaching practices and administrative oversight of NCAA Division II women’s 

sports programs. 
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Definition of Terms 

The following terms are defined in the context of the study of NCAA Division II 

female student-athletes, their gender preferences in head coaches, and the identification 

of critical experiences influencing these preferences. 

Athletic Scholarship. Athletic scholarships are financial aid distributed to college 

students on the basis of their athletic ability. Athletic scholarships at NCAA member 

institutions range from several hundred dollars up to the full cost of attendance. 

Division I. Division I is the NCAA’s highest competitive classification of 

colleges and universities, consisting of nearly 350 institutions with the largest athletics 

budgets and the most athletic scholarships (Division I, 2017). 

Division II. Division II is a collection of more than 300 NCAA colleges and 

universities that provide thousands of student-athletes the opportunity to compete at a 

high level of scholarship athletics while excelling in the classroom and fully engaging in 

the broader campus experience (Division II, 2017). This balance, in which student-

athletes are recognized for their academic success, athletics contributions, and campus 

and community involvement, is at the heart of the Division II philosophy (Division II, 

2017). Division II student-athletes are just as competitive, and in many cases just as 

skilled, as their Division I counterparts, but institutions in Division II generally do not 

have the same financial resources to devote to their athletic programs or choose not to 

place such a heavy financial emphasis on them (Division II, 2017). 

Division III. Division III is the largest NCAA division, both in number of 

participants (180,000) and of institutions (450) (Division III, 2017). Division III does not 

offer scholarships based on athletic ability, and I operates on the philosophy that its 
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athletics participants are integrated into campus and are like all other members of the 

student body, keeping them focused on being a student first (Division III, 2017). 

National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA). The NCAA is a nonprofit, 

membership-led organization dedicated to the well-being and lifelong success of college 

athletes (NCAA, 2017). It regulates intercollegiate sports for 1,121 colleges and 

universities, grouped into three divisions and including more than 460,000 college 

athletes and 19,000 teams (NCAA, 2017). The NCAA also operates 90 intercollegiate 

championships in 24 sports (NCAA, 2017). 

Power Five Conferences. The Power Five is a collection of schools associated 

with the five NCAA Division I conferences that generate the largest revenues in college 

sports. The Power Five includes schools associated with the Atlantic Coast Conference, 

Big 10 Conference, Big 12 Conference, Pac-12 Conference, and Southeastern 

Conference. The University of Notre Dame, although technically an independent 

institution without primary conference affiliation, is often associated with Power Five 

schools. 

Student-Athlete. A student-athlete is legally defined as an individual who engages 

in, is eligible to engage in, or may be eligible in the future to engage in any 

intercollegiate sport (Oregon Legislature, 1999). The term was created by former NCAA 

executive director Walter Byers in 1964 to combat attempts to require colleges and 

universities to pay workers compensation (Solomon, 2013). 

Student-Athlete Advisory Committee (SAAC). The SAAC is a population of 

student-athletes serving as the primary governance arm representing student-athlete 

interests in Division II affairs (Pike, 2016). SAAC members serve as student-athlete 
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liaisons who monitor and discuss happenings on campuses, within conference, and at the 

national level (Pike, 2016). 

Title IX. Title IX states that no person in the United States shall, on the basis of 

sex, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to 

discrimination under any education program or activity receiving federal financial 

assistance (Title IX, 1972). Signed into public law in 1972, the influence of Title IX on 

the growth of women’s intercollegiate athletics has been profound. 

 Transformational Leadership. Transformational leaders focus on followers, 

motivating them to high levels of performance, and in the process helping them develop 

their own leadership potential (Ruggio, 2009).  

Transformational Leadership Theory: “The Four I’s.”  Bass (1985) separates 

transformational leadership into four basic elements, often referred to as “The Four I’s.” 

These are idealized influence (often a charismatic personality), inspirational motivation 

(the ability to inspire confidence), intellectual stimulation (creativity and autonomy 

among followers) and individualized consideration (recognition that the followers have 

specific needs and desires). 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 This chapter provides an introduction to the study, followed by a review of the 

literature surrounding its purpose and aim. The topics in the review include historical 

perspectives, trends in selecting female head coaches, the female coaching pipeline, and 

female student-athletes’ preferences regarding their coach’s gender. The literature review 

is relevant to the overall scope of the study. However, there is a shortage of literature on 

the preferred gender of coaches specific to NCAA Division II female student-athletes. 

The study offered new perspectives regarding the influence of Title IX, NCAA hiring 

practices, and women in coaching. Specific to NCAA Division II, the study was designed 

to reveal new data relevant to current and aspiring coaches in women’s sports as well as 

athletic administrators who are responsible for hiring decisions at Division II institutions.  

Introduction 

 The study examined former NCAA Division II female student-athletes’ preferred 

gender in head coaches and identified critical experiences that influenced these 

preferences: Did the participants have preconceived gender stereotypes that influenced 

their perceptions of head coaches? In their eyes, was coaching competency associated 

with gender? Did head coaches’ genders influence how student-athletes communicated 

with them? Could female student-athletes connect personally with male and female 

coaches in the same way, and what types of connections did they value most when 

interacting with their head coaches? Did NCAA Division II female student-athletes prefer 

to be coached by one sex over the other? Research related to this study explored these 

themes. But there was a clear need to explore these topics through the lens of NCAA 
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Division II female student-athletes, given that Division II has the lowest percentage of 

female head coaches among the NCAA’s three divisions (Lapchick, 2015). 

Few research studies have focused on gender roles and coaching interactions in 

women’s athletics through the eyes of female student-athletes. Specifically, the literature 

review did not uncover any scholarly work on the role of gender in coaching preference 

of NCAA Division II female student-athletes. A collection of detailed studies assessing 

the climate and gender breakdown of college coaches since the implementation of Title 

IX is included in the literature review. In addition, several studies focused on elite female 

athletes and their perceptions on the genders of their head coaches. 

The literature is classified thematically and sorted by professional practice field, 

professional practice setting, and leadership. The primary goal of the study was to 

uncover trends that current and prospective coaches of NCAA Division II women’s 

sports can make use of to interact more effectively with their student-athletes. In addition, 

the study provides athletic administrators with valuable data to consider when hiring head 

coaches for NCAA Division II women’s sports programs. 

Historical Perspective 

While Title IX has enhanced educational and athletic participation opportunities 

for women interested in pursuing a student-athlete experience at the intercollegiate level, 

the act has not resulted in increased opportunities for women interested in coaching 

intercollegiate athletic teams. From 1978, when the mandatory Title IX compliance date 

was established via the Education Amendments Act of 1972, to 2012, participation 

opportunities for female student-athletes increased almost threefold, from an average of 

2.5 women’s teams per institution in NCAA Divisions I, II, and III to 8.73 per institution 
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(Acosta & Carpenter, 2012). Before this, men’s and women’s college athletic programs 

were treated very differently. While men’s teams were well funded and recognized as 

varsity sports representing the university externally, women interested in participating in 

collegiate sports were relegated to campus teams not recognized by the NCAA or other 

national sports governing bodies (Suggs, 2005). These teams were traditionally coached 

by female physical education teachers who performed additional educational duties on 

campuses (Suggs, 2005). Though underfunded, unappreciated, and under-recognized, 

women held more than 90% of the leadership positions involved in coaching these teams 

(Acosta & Carpenter, 2012).  

In the years following mandatory Title IX compliance, colleges and universities 

began to be held accountable for equal funding and treatment of women’s intercollegiate 

athletics teams. However, Title IX did not mandate that women’s teams be coached by 

females. As women’s sports programs rose in recognition and popularity, and as their 

coaches began receiving higher salaries, men flooded the coaching pool for female sports, 

and the percentage of female coaches leading NCAA women’s sports teams dropped 

more than 50% (Acosta & Carpenter, 2012). In 2012, the percentage of females coaching 

female NCAA teams – across Division I, II, and III institutions – stood at 42.9% (Acosta 

& Carpenter, 2012). 

Although the proportion of female coaches has not kept pace with the growth of 

women’s sports since 1972, the percentage of female head coaches across NCAA 

Division I, II, and III institutions has been rising steadily for the past decade (Acosta & 

Carpenter, 2012). However, when the three divisions are considered separately, Division 

II institutions has the lowest proportion of females coaching women’s teams, at only 



GENDER PREFERENCES IN COLLEGE HEAD COACHES  18 
 

34.8% (Lapchick, 2015). The University of Central Florida’s Institute for Diversity and 

Ethics in Sport, which has provided an evaluation of gender hiring practices in college 

athletics since 2005, rates college sports at a C– for its overall gender hiring practices 

(Lapchick, 2015). NCAA Division II institutions are clearly the laggard in this category 

of diversity and inclusion within NCAA college sports. 

Trends in Selecting Female Head Coaches 

 Few occupations have made a transition from being primarily female to being 

primarily male. The coaching profession for women’s college sports has witnessed a blur 

in gender lines since the implementation of Title IX. Men, who once appeared to have 

little interest in coaching women’s college sports, have targeted opportunities in women’s 

college sports to advance their coaching careers. While the number of intercollegiate 

women’s teams more than doubled from 1972 to 1978, between the introduction of Title 

IX and the deadline to comply, the percentage of females coaching women’s sports 

dropped from 90% to 58.6% (Acosta & Carpenter, 2012). More than 40 years after the 

introduction of Title IX, the number of student-athlete participation opportunities for 

females has reached the highest point in history (Lapchick, 2015). However, men 

dominate the highest-paid leadership positions in women’s college sports and hold 60% 

of head coaching jobs in intercollegiate women’s athletics (Lapchick, 2015). 

As coaching women’s sports has become more lucrative, the proportion of males 

vying for these positions and being hired for them has increased dramatically. The 

highest-earning opportunities for coaches in women’s college sports are found in NCAA 

Division I women’s basketball programs, where women hold roughly two-thirds of head 

coach and assistant coach positions (Welch & Sigelman, 2007). However, despite the 
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efforts of Division I institutions to hire females in women’s basketball coaching 

positions, males still hold the highest-paying position. The University of Connecticut’s 

head women’s basketball coach, Geno Auriemma, is the highest-paid coach in all of 

women’s college sports, with a salary of $2.06 million in 2015 (Isidore, 2015). Females 

have experienced far more competition from men for coaching jobs in women’s athletics 

since Title IX was created (Holmen & Parkhouse, 1981).  

Since Title IX, women remain unlikely to hold coaching positions in less visible 

sports (e.g., women’s sports outside of basketball, volleyball, soccer, and softball) and are 

less likely to hold coaching positions at institutions devoting less resources to 

intercollegiate athletics (e.g., schools in NCAA Division II or III) (Welch & Sigelman, 

2007). More men than women appear willing to make the sacrifices to work–life balance 

associated with the coaching profession at lower levels of intercollegiate athletics. Time 

demands, work–life balance, and family commitments are the principle drivers of females 

leaving the coaching profession (Welch & Sigelman, 2007; Pastore, 1991). 

In addition to the role played by university resources, the sex of the athletic 

director appears to correlate with practices of hiring female coaches as well. Homologous 

reproduction, the practice of hiring people of one’s own sex, appears to remain an issue 

in college sports. Acosta and Carpenter (2012) supplied evidence that institutions with 

male athletic directors were less likely to hire females to coach women’s sports teams. 

The data also showed that schools with fewer females in senior athletic administrative 

roles were likely to have fewer female coaches leading their athletics teams (Acosta & 

Carpenter, 2012). Stangl and Kane (1991) examined homologous reproduction at the high 

school level and its relation to the hiring practices of male athletic directors in relation to 
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the passage and implementation of Title IX. Regardless of the years studied, they found 

that the percentage of female coaches was significantly lower when the athletic director 

was male.   

Female Coaching Pipeline 

Pastore (1991) noted that the coaching pipeline for women’s athletics is filled 

with former college athletes. Competitive drive is the allure for many former student-

athletes to enter the coaching profession, while time demands, work–life balance, and 

family commitments are the principle drivers of leaving the profession, especially among 

women (Pastore, 1991). Because former female student-athletes are the female 

demographic most likely to make coaching their chosen profession, one can hypothesize 

that ensuring a positive student-athlete experience would encourage females to join the 

coaching ranks. However, the development and retention of prospective female coaches 

goes well beyond an initial introduction to sport. 

Prospective female coaches must overcome a multitude of challenges to ascend to 

head coaching positions at the intercollegiate level. Interestingly, female coaches 

frequently point to the lack of female mentors as a barrier to other women entering the 

coaching profession (Kilty, 2006). In addition, societal perceptions associated with 

homophobia are a significant barrier to females entering the coaching pipeline. 

Heterosexual females point to an assumption by external groups that female coaches are 

homosexual as a primary barrier to growing the industry (Kilty, 2006). 

Another hindrance to growing the pipeline of female college coaches is the 

difficulty of balancing family obligations while in the coaching industry. Rhode and 

Walker (2006) surveyed nearly 500 female NCAA coaches regarding the under-
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representation of females in the industry and found that more than three-quarters noted 

family responsibilities and gender bias as primary barriers to entering and staying in the 

industry. Without assistance at home and workplace flexibility, women were less likely to 

enter the profession and more likely to leave earlier than anticipated (Rhode & Walker, 

2008). Kamphoff and Grill (2008) conducted a study with 101 NCAA Division I female 

athletes that revealed additional apprehension of prospective female coaches. Their 

results indicated that female student-athletes who perceived discriminatory practices in 

the industry identified a professional culture where males were treated differently than 

females, and noted that an emphasis on winning was misplaced by those surrounding the 

sport (Kamphoff & Grill, 2008). Kamphoff and Grill (2008) found that female student-

athletes were most interested in the coaching profession when the job was associated with 

character development and mentorship of the athletes being coached. 

Head Coach Gender Preference of Female Athletes 

What does a successful head coach look like through the eyes of a female student-

athlete? Which character traits do female student-athletes value most in their prospective 

head coaches, and do they attribute these traits to a specific gender? Although Frey’s 

(2006) study was limited to 12 NCAA Division I female athletes, the literature presented 

a foundation for the research conducted in this study. Rooted in semi-structured 

interviews with female student-athletes and aimed at determining their perceptions and 

preferences regarding the gender of their head coaches, Frey (2006) found that female 

student-athletes preferred to be coached by men. Weighing leadership themes of 

discipline, program and practice structure, personal relationships, and aggression, eight of 

the 12 female student-athletes reported a preference for being coached by males. 
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However, none of the females who were interviewed competed athletically at the NCAA 

Division II level. In addition, similar studies have returned conflicting results (Fasting & 

Pfister, 2000; Greenawalt, 2012; Kamphoff, 2008).  

Fasting and Pfister (2000) focused on 38 semi-structured interviews with elite 

female soccer players from around the world. Their study was aimed at a better 

understanding of gender preferences for head coaches. Overall, these elite female soccer 

players were more satisfied with female coaches than with male coaches, noting themes 

of communication and a need to be coached differently than men as the rationale for their 

preference (Fasting & Pfister, 2000). 

Haselwood (2003) furthered the theme of communication between athlete and 

head coach with a focus on female athletes’ perceptions of head coaches’ communication 

competence and its relation to their gender. This qualitative study, distributed through 

questionnaires, focused on communication and explored the opportunities and challenges 

female student-athletes faced when communicating with coaches of the same or opposite 

gender. Though the study examined only two Division I institutions in the southeastern 

United States, it involved 134 student-athletes and 13 head coaches. Its findings 

suggested that effective head coach communication was not based on gender but on the 

perceived communication competence of the individual (Haselwood, 2003). Head 

coaches tended to view themselves as being the most competent in communication areas 

associated with immediacy, social relaxation, empathy, and expressiveness (Haselwood, 

2003). More information is needed to understand how these themes rank in value to 

female student-athletes, and this study explores these themes in further detail. 

Greenawalt (2012) wondered whether female student-athletes were sexist. 



GENDER PREFERENCES IN COLLEGE HEAD COACHES  23 
 

Blending themes of modern sexism with preferences for head coaches, this study 

revealed that 81% of its NCAA Division I female student-athlete participants preferred to 

be coached by males (Greenawalt, 2012). The study collected questionnaires from 155 

NCAA Division I female student-athletes and conducted follow-up interviews with 10 of 

them. Though the athletes did not register sexist beliefs as outlined on the modern sexism 

scale (Swim, Aikin, Hall & Hunter, 1995), the study conjectured that when Division I 

female student-athletes “think coach,” they “think male” (Greenawalt, 2012). Female 

student-athletes who participated in the study attributed their gender preference to 

coaching personalities. In general, the athletes found that male coaches were more 

credible, demanded more respect, were tougher, were less likely to play head games, and 

were less emotional than their female counterparts (Greenawalt, 2012). The study also 

found that previous experiences with coaches at the male-centric youth and high school 

sports levels were significant predictors for participants’ preferences in the gender of a 

head coach in their collegiate athletic careers (Greenawalt, 2012). 

 Unlike previous literature, this study asked about gender preference while 

exploring critical experiences with head coaches that influenced that preference. The 

study also gathered data from the understudied population of NCAA Division II female 

student-athletes. The focusing on these understudied populations also opened doors for 

future research. 

Leadership Literature 

 The interdisciplinary study gathered data on interactions between head coaches 

and female student-athletes that may have influenced the athletes’ preferences in the 

gender of their head coach. Given the general responsibility of an intercollegiate head 
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coach to motivate, mentor, and lead a group of student-athletes, certain aspects of 

transformational leadership emerged in connection with the student-athletes’ preferred 

genders. Other leadership traits and theories were identified in the interviews, though it 

was difficult to speculate about student-athletes’ responses before conducting the study. 

The participants’ perceptions and responses were used to inform the final 

recommendations. 

The Bass transformational leadership theory (Bass, 1985) identifies the relationship 

of trust and honesty to followers’ loyalty to a leader. Bass explored the differences 

between transformational and transactional leadership, which head coaches must balance 

in a leadership role requiring direction of student-athletes. Specifically, Bass identified 

four critical aspects of transformational leadership: individual consideration, intellectual 

stimulation, inspiration, and idealized influence.  

As director of athletics at an NCAA Division II institution, the researcher was 

especially interested in how student-athletes’ responses and rationales for their gender 

preferences aligned with the aspects of individual consideration and inspiration outlined 

in Bass’s (1985) transformational leadership theory. Individual consideration places 

emphasis on group members’ needs and the way the leader acts as a role model, mentor, 

facilitator, or teacher to bring followers into the group and motivate them to complete 

tasks (Bass, 1985). According to Bass, inspiration involves providing a vision and 

purpose to lead individuals to complete tasks and be part of a larger team. Idealized 

influence focuses on a transformational leader’s ability to act as a role model and display 

charisma, and intellectual stimulation measures the creativity and autonomy in a 

transformational leader’s base of followers (Bass, 1985). 
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Burns (2004) identified transformational leadership, in its broadest terms, as the basic 

alterations in entire systems. In the case of intercollegiate athletics, transforming an entire 

system could amount to changing a losing team into a winning team, or delivering 

positive sporting experiences in highly competitive environments. Burns also noted the 

parallel between transformational leadership and happiness of followers, citing stronger 

feelings of self-worth and self-efficacy among the followers of transformational leaders. 

Citing Bass (1985), Burns (2004) emphasized an enhanced sense of meaningfulness 

followers of transformational leaders have in their work and lives. Burns (2004) simply 

described this transformational process as empowerment.  

Ruggio (2009) described transformational leadership as focusing on followers, 

motivating them to high levels of performance, and in the process helping them develop 

their own leadership potential. A coach’s ability to lead with transformational 

characteristics may resonate with today’s student-athletes, as recent research has pointed 

to millennials preferring to follow transformational leaders (Thompson & Gregory, 

2012). In addition, some studies suggest that women are more likely than men to use 

transformational leadership characteristics (Burke & Collins, 2001; Taylor & Francis, 

1999). Athletes, however, may be a unique population. 

Athletes have been found to have higher competitiveness, team orientation, 

mental toughness, emotional control, positive attitude, and safety consciousness than 

their peers (Jones, 2001). However, male and female athletes differ in psychological 

makeup, providing coaches with clues on how to manage motivation and adversity 

(Jones, 2001). For instance, female athletes appear to be more team-oriented than their 

male counterparts (Jones, 2001). As a result, Jones suggested that struggling female 
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teams may be best served using a team-oriented psyche, whereas struggling male teams 

might be more productive by focusing on how individual betterment could positively 

influence the team as a whole. These are attitudes coaches must work hard to intimately 

understand. The study provided further insight into these aspects of leadership. 

Summary 

The primary goal of this study was to build upon common themes in the literature 

with new data focusing on NCAA Division II female athletes. While the reviewed 

literature agreed that Title IX has provided more opportunities for females to participate 

in intercollegiate sports, it is crucial to realize that enhanced visibility and access for 

women’s sports has also increased the challenges for women entering, remaining, and 

advancing in the coaching profession. Similar to other professions, women in coaching 

have faced hiring bias despite their ability to perform the same work as men and have 

struggled to receive equal pay to men even when performing similar work.  

Although many challenges in the coaching profession align with the career-

progression problems women face in other fields, advancement of women in 

intercollegiate athletics appears to lag behind other professions. This study adds value to 

the professional practice setting by contributing research from the perspective of NCAA 

Division II female student-athletes. 

The literature review for this study was categorized into five primary areas: 

1. An introduction to previous literature related to the central research questions, 

primarily focusing on NCAA Division II athletes. 

2. Historical perspectives from the college coaching industry on the implementation 

of Title IX.  
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3. Trends in selecting female head coaches at all levels of college sports. 

4. The deteriorating female coaching pipeline.  

5. Female athletes’ preferences in the gender of their coaches. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

 This chapter describes the methodology of the qualitative study. The purpose of 

this study was to examine whether NCAA Division II female student-athletes had a 

specific preference to be coached by a male or female head coach, to examine their 

preferred gender in a head coach, and to identify critical experiences that influenced this 

preference. The chapter continues with the justification for taking a qualitative approach 

to this goal. It also reviews the data collection procedures, the interview questions used, 

and the plan for selecting study participants. In addition, legal and ethical concerns are 

explored, and the data analysis procedures are presented.  

Research Questions  

 This study was designed to uncover the lived experience of former NCAA 

Division II female student-athletes using a phenomenological qualitative research 

approach. It involved semi-structured interviews with 12 former NCAA Division II 

female student-athletes aged 21–26 who were members of their campus’s Student-Athlete 

Advisory Committee (SAAC), and competed in sports commonly offered by NCAA 

Division II institutions, including basketball, field hockey, lacrosse, soccer, softball, 

swimming and diving, and volleyball. The following research questions guided the study:  

Research Question 1: What gender do NCAA Division II female student-athletes 

prefer in a head coach?  

 Research Question 2: How do NCAA Division II female student-athletes describe 

the characteristics they value most in a head coach, and do they attribute those traits to 

one gender over the other? 
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Research Question 3: How do previous interactions with coaches (e.g., youth 

coaches, high school coaches, etc.) influence the college head coach gender preferences 

of NCAA Division II female student-athletes?   

Methodology 

 The study was conducted using a qualitative research approach and involved 

semi-structured interviews with 12 former NCAA Division II female student-athletes. 

The purpose of the qualitative approach was to conduct phenomenological research on 

this group. Creswell (2012) noted that the major premise of qualitative phenomenological 

research is to design a study around the lived experiences of individuals as they describe 

them. The experiences in the study came from former NCAA Division II female student-

athletes ages 21–26 who were members of their campus Student-Athlete Advisory 

Committee. MAXQDA software was used to determine key trends in the responses and 

to remove bias from the data analysis and interpretation. This software organized and 

categorized the data and helped in the interpretation and evaluation of the interview 

responses, ultimately creating maps, matrices, and word clouds from the data. Rev.com 

was used to transcribe the interview audio files.  

The goal of the qualitative analysis was to identify common themes in interview 

responses, grouped both in total and by the sport of the individual student-athlete 

providing each response. Phenomenology, which is the study of human experience and of 

the ways that details present themselves through it (Sokolowski, 1999), was the primary 

approach to the research methodology. The  interview questions were developed with a 

phenomenology lens in mind. Therefore, it was important that the study be structured in a 

manner that provided context for identifying the head coach gender preferences of the 
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research subjects. The phenomenology lens included interview questions focused on 

conscious objects of direct experience (Sokolowski, 1999). These objects were the factors 

directly related to the subjects’ gender preferences. 

The study centered on individuals and examined the perceptions and preferences 

of NCAA Division II female student-athletes. The use of former student-athletes who 

were 21–26 years old ensured that the participants were recent student-athletes but 

speaking about former head coaches. Through the phenomenological approach, the 

interviews provided insights into the personal and athletic worlds of NCAA Division II 

female student-athletes. Phenomenology is rooted in examining perceptions, pictures, 

imagination, memory, language, and reference, and shows how human thinking arises 

from these experiences (Sokolowski, 1999). 

Overview of the Data Collection 

The student-athletes who participated in the semi-structured interviews reflected a 

niche segment of the approximately 46,000 female student-athletes who compete at the 

NCAA Division II level. The  interviews involved 12 former student-athletes, each of 

whom had previously served as a Student-Athlete Advisory Committee representative on 

her campus. These committees consist of identified student-athlete leaders at NCAA 

Division II campuses, which is a population the researcher had direct access to in his 

former role working at the NCAA and his current role as an athletic director at a Division 

II institution. The researcher administered the  interviews personally via teleconference. 

This study was intentionally built from the perspective of the female student-

athletes. NCAA Division II represents a unique, understudied, population of scholarship 

intercollegiate athletics, where very few athletes receive full athletics aid and most must 
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fund a portion of their college experience through academic scholarships, grants, work 

study or other sources (NCAA, 2016). While this population has notable athletic talent, 

their college experience more closely parallels that of traditional college students than 

that of their peers in NCAA Division I institutions. Focusing the study on the NCAA 

Division II student-athlete population revealed new data relevant to a broad spectrum of 

current and aspiring coaches of female athletes. The research can also help athletic 

administrators make head coach hiring decisions.  

Instruments for Data Collection 

The study used semi-structured interviews with 12 former NCAA Division II 

female student-athletes. Appendix A outlines a draft of the questions that were used 

during these discussions. Each question corresponds directly with one of the research 

questions of this study. 

Selecting Participants and Procedures 

 The study required participants to be former female student-athletes aged 21–26, 

who had served as Student-Athlete Advisory Committee representatives. The researcher 

had access to this population through his professional background in intercollegiate 

athletics at the NCAA Division II level. The researcher gained permission to access the 

participants through individual conversations with former NCAA Division II student-

athletes. Because the study participants were former student-athletes and over 18 years of 

age, permission from university athletics personnel or legal counsel was not required to 

contact them. Phone calls were arranged with former SAAC members to discuss the 

research project. The researcher possessed a database of SAAC representatives who 

served in their leadership roles from 2012 to 2017. Invitations to participate in semi-
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structured interviews were sent to this pool, with a target of securing 12 interviews. The 

researcher identified and personally engaged participants for the interviews. Once the 

desired sample size was achieved and the participants were identified, the interviews 

were conducted over an eight-week period in 2018.  

Legal Issues Influencing Evidence Collection 

 The study focused on women over age 21 who were no longer competing as 

student-athletes at their institutions. No legal issues were anticipated due to minors being 

excluded from this study. In addition, the participants no longer publicly represented their 

former colleges or universities.  

Data Analysis 

MAXQDA software was used to identify key trends in the responses and remove 

bias from the data analysis and interpretation processes. MAXQDA is an all-in-one 

software application designed to support qualitative research projects, and it allows 

researchers to import, organize, analyze, visualize, and publish interview data of all forms 

(MAXQDA, 2017). The software organized and categorized the data and coded the 

responses. Rev.com was used to transcribe the interview audio files.  

Implications Related to Data Collection 

The results of this study can aid current and prospective coaches of female 

student-athletes, and NCAA Division II athletic administrators responsible for hiring 

head coaches and overseeing women’s athletics programs. The research had the potential 

to uncover the trend that NCAA Division II female athletes preferred to be coached by 

women. Such a result might have helped improve a commitment to address the low 

number of females currently serving as head coaches at the NCAA Division II level. Just 
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34.8% of NCAA Division II women’s teams are led by female head coaches (Lapchick, 

2015). This is lowest proportion of female head coaches in women’s sports among the 

three NCAA divisions (Lapchick, 2015). The study also had the potential to reveal that 

Division II female student-athletes preferred to be coached by men and thus to identify 

critical insights into how female coaches could position themselves to address the needs 

of their athletes and navigate challenges related to their perceived leadership traits. 

Regardless of the gender preference outcomes, the study had the potential to provide 

current and prospective coaches with data to improve their coaching ability with this 

population of female student-athletes. 

Ethical Considerations 

 The study focused on individual student-athletes. The participants were former 

student-athletes speaking about their former head coaches, many of whom were likely to 

be employed by intercollegiate athletics programs at the time of the study. Both the 

participants and these coaches would have been left vulnerable had an ethical breach 

occurred, so it was paramount that both groups remained anonymous. When obtaining 

informed consent from participants, the researcher fostered an environment in which the 

participants would be comfortable discussing their experiences. The study utilized a 

dominant approach to data collection, in which confidentiality was addressed during 

planning and at three points during the research process: data collection, data cleaning, 

and dissemination of results (Kaiser, 2009).  

• Confidentiality at the time of data collection: Schools’ and individuals’ names 

were redacted in all filings and correspondence. An interview was logged as 

“SoccerAthlete1.” 
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• Confidentiality during data cleaning: Identifiers were removed from interview 

transcripts.  

• Confidentiality during dissemination of research results: Life stories remained, as 

they were critical to the study, but unique information that would have linked a 

person to a story was managed so that anonymity and confidentiality were 

maintained. It was important that identifying factors of the team, institution, and 

athlete be redacted from reports associated with the study.  

A signed pre-interview consent form (Appendix B) was required before each participant 

was permitted to be interviewed. Once the data were collected and analyzed, the master 

list with the names of participants and corresponding pseudonyms was destroyed. All 

other forms of digital information were retained in a password-protected thumb drive. 

Additional paper documents were placed in a locked file cabinet. These items will be 

kept for three years before being destroyed. 

Summary 

This chapter outlines the structure and timeline of this qualitative study. The study 

collected data through qualitative semi-structured interviews with former NCAA 

Division II female student-athletes aged 21–26 who were members of their campus 

SAAC. The target sample size for the interviews was 12. MAXQDA software was used 

to organize and evaluate the responses. Given the nature of human participants, ethical 

considerations and a plan for obtaining participants’ permission and consent were 

outlined. A draft of the questions asked in the  interviews is in Appendix A. The 

researcher relied on contacts in his professional field to engage the participants and solicit 

interest in the study. The central goal of the research was to determine the head coach 
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gender preferences of former NCAA Division II female student-athletes and to identify 

critical coaching interactions that influenced these preferences. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS  

Introduction 

This phenomenological study examined former NCAA Division II female 

student-athletes’ preferred genders in a head coach and the critical experiences 

influencing these preferences. The purpose was to explore whether they had a specific 

preference for a male or female head coach. Three questions guided the research: (1) 

What gender do NCAA Division II female student-athletes prefer in a head coach? (2) 

How do they describe the characteristics they value most in a head coach, and do they 

attribute those traits to one gender over the other? (3) How did their previous interactions 

with coaches (e.g., youth coaches, high school coaches) influence these preferences? 

 Data were gathered from semi-structured interviews with twelve former NCAA 

Division II female student-athletes who served as members of their institution’s Student-

Athlete Advisory Committee. This chapter reports the results and themes generated from 

these interviews. The interview questions were developed through a phenomenology lens 

and designed to extract information on the lived experiences of the participants. This lens 

led to questions about the conscious objects of direct experience and allowed the 

interviews to provide insight into the personal and athletic worlds of these student-

athletes. Phenomenology is rooted in the examination of perception, pictures, 

imagination, memory, language, and reference, and it aims to show how human thinking 

arises from these experiences (Sokolowski, 1999). A copy of the interview questions can 

be found in Appendix A. 

Review of the Methodology 

Each of the 12 interviews were conducted by telephone and were recorded 
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electronically. The recordings were uploaded to Rev.com, a transcription website, and 

transcriptions were created. These were loaded into MAXQDA for coding and analysis. 

The MAXQDA software helped the researcher organize the transcripts, identify key 

trends in the interviews, and remove bias from the data analysis and interpretation. The 

researcher then created PowerPoint slides to outline critical findings.  

The researcher used Creswell’s (2014) six steps to analyze qualitative data: 

(1) Organize and prepare data for analysis by transcribing interviews, typing field notes, 

and sorting the information by source. (2) Read all the data and take notes on the 

transcripts. (3) Code the data by bracketing chunks of information with a focus on coding 

topics that are expected, surprising, or unusual. (4) Use the coding process to categorize 

themes for analysis, including descriptions of people, places, and events in various 

settings. (5) Use a narrative passage to present the findings. (6) Interpret the findings (pp. 

197–201). Creswell (2012) noted that the major aim of qualitative phenomenological 

research is to study the lived experience of the participants as they describe it. The lived 

experiences of this study’s student-athletes were extracted through open-ended interview 

questions that allowed several common themes to emerge. 

The data analysis began after all the transcripts were returned from Rev.com. 

Before loading the transcripts into MAXQDA for formal coding and categorization for 

analysis, the researcher printed and read each several times while making notes in the 

margins. Expected, surprising, and unusual responses were highlighted. Then the 

researcher used these notes to organize the coding system and began conducting lexical 

searches using the MAXQDA software. Recurring themes were identified, categorized, 

and compared to the three research questions. Following Creswell’s (2014) 
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recommendation, the researcher analyzed emerging themes, interrelationships, and 

responses and asked, “What were the lessons learned?” The interpretations were recorded 

on PowerPoint slides and transformed into a final analysis. The researcher then identified 

the next steps and needs for future research. 

Data Analysis 

The data were collected in the summer of 2018 through 12 separate semi-

structured interviews conducted over the phone and were recorded electronically. 

Rev.com, a professional transcription service, transcribed each interview. The researcher 

reviewed all the transcripts and took handwritten notes before loading them into the 

MAXQDA software for formal coding. In addition to digital coding, this software 

provided lexical search functions and the validation of themes by creating word clouds. 

Results and Themes 

The researcher conducted 12 semi-structured interviews with participants. Each 

included 23 set questions and follow-up questions from the researcher as warranted. The 

questions addressed demographical information and the three core research questions. 

Data Demographics 

The participants were former NCAA Division II female student-athletes ages 21–

26 who were also former members of their campuses’ Student-Athlete Advisory 

Committees. Ten identified as Caucasian and two as African American. They represented 

six team sports (two played basketball, one field hockey, two lacrosse, two soccer, two 

softball, and two volleyball) and one individual sport (swimming). All 12 were referred 

to the study through the researcher’s professional network. 

Eight interview questions addressed demographics of the target population 



GENDER PREFERENCES IN COLLEGE HEAD COACHES  39 
 

sample. The answers are shown in Table 1. A pseudonym was created for each 

participant to organize and categorize responses more easily. The first question asked if 

the participant was a former NCAA Division II female student-athlete. The second asked 

if she was currently between the ages of 21 and 26. The third asked if she was a member 

of her institution’s Student-Athlete Advisory Committee. All 12 participants answered 

yes to all three of these questions, so for simplicity these responses were grouped into a 

single column. The fourth question asked each participant to classify her ethnicity. The 

fifth asked which NCAA Division II sport she competed in. The sixth asked in which 

grade she had started playing this sport. The ninth question asked how she would 

describe her role on the college team (e.g., starter or reserve). 

The tenth question asked participants how they would describe their dedication to 

the sport (as very, somewhat, or not very dedicated). This received a unanimous response 

of “very dedicated,” and more than half the participants added several common phrases, 

such as “my life” and “my identity,” to further describe their dedication. Seven (58.3%) 

specifically noted that their participation in NCAA Division II athletics was the 

culmination of a lifelong commitment to the sport that began at an early age. These seven 

all said that they could not recall a time when the sport had not been a high priority in 

their lives. 

Table 1 

Demographic Interview Questions (1–6; 9–10). 

Participant 

(pseudonym) 

Are you a former 

NCAA D-II female 

student-athlete and 

SAAC member and 

21 to 26 years old? 

What is 

your 

ethnicity? 

Which NCAA 

D-II sports 

did you 

compete in? 

When did 

you begin 

playing the 

sport? 

What was 

your role on 

the college 

team? 

How dedicated are 

you to this sport? 

(“Very,” 

“somewhat,” or “not 

very.”) 
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BBall1 Yes African 

American 

Basketball 1st grade Starter Very dedicated 

BBall2 Yes Caucasian Basketball 1st grade Starter Very dedicated 

FH Yes Caucasian Field hockey 5th grade Reserve Very dedicated 

LAX1 Yes Caucasian Lacrosse 5th grade Starter Very dedicated 

LAX2 Yes Caucasian Lacrosse 8th grade Starter Very dedicated 

SOC1 Yes Caucasian Soccer 2nd grade Starter Very dedicated 

SOC2 Yes Caucasian Soccer 3rd grade Reserve Very dedicated 

SB1 Yes Caucasian Softball 4th grade Starter Very dedicated 

SB2 Yes Caucasian Softball 5th grade Starter Very dedicated 

VB1 Yes African 

American 

Volleyball 3rd grade Starter Very dedicated 

VB2 Yes Caucasian Volleyball 5th grade Starter Very dedicated 

SWIM Yes Caucasian Swimming 5th grade N/A Very dedicated 

Research Question 1: What gender do NCAA Division II female student-athletes 

prefer in a head coach? 

 Former NCAA Division II Female Student-Athletes leaned toward a 

preference for male head coaches. Question 22 asked specifically whether the 

participant preferred a male or female head coach, with a follow-up question of why. This 

addressed the core of Research Question 1 and was intentionally saved for the final 

question of the interview, after the participants had spent the previous questions 

reflecting on their sports experiences. Eight participants (66.7%) reported a preference 

for a male head coach. However, two of these (BBall2 and LAX2; 17% of the total) 

initially indicated no preference. Only when pressed to be decisive did both eventually 

select male. Their rationale was positive past experiences with male coaches; both had 

previously noted that they had predominantly been coached by men. 

 Personal relationships with past head coaches dominated the participants’ 

rationales for their preference to be coached by a particular gender. Of the eight who 
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preferred to be coached by men, five (62.5%) pointed to poor interpersonal relationships 

with past female coaches as justification, and three (37.5%) noted that they had primarily 

been coached by men and had had positive experiences with this. Of the four who 

preferred to be coached by women, three cited good interpersonal relationships with past 

female coaches as justification, and one had never been coached by a male. None 

justified their preference for female coaches by reference to poor past experiences with 

male coaches.  

In the earlier interview questions, the participants detailed many of the 

experiences and leadership characteristics that affected their overall preference in the 

gender of a head coach. These responses generated several leadership themes, highlighted 

in the sections below. Table 2 summarizes the responses to question 22. 

Table 2 

Preference in Gender of Head Coach (Question 22). 

Participant Would you rather play for a male or female 

head coach? (*Initially indicated no 

preference.) 

Follow-up: Why? (paraphrased by 

theme) 

BBall1 Male 
Mainly coached by men; good 

experiences 

BBall2 *Male 
Mainly coached by men; good 

experiences 

FH Female Never coached by a man 

LAX1 Female Good experience with women  

LAX2 *Male 
Mainly coached by men; good 

experiences 

SOC1 Female Good experience with women  

SOC2 Male Poor past experience with female coach 

SB1 Female Good experience with women  

SB2 Male Poor past experience with female coach 

VB1 Male Poor past experience with female coach 
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VB2 Male Poor past experience with female coach 

SWIM Male 
Mainly coached by men; good 

experiences 

Research Question 2: How do NCAA Division II female student-athletes describe 

the characteristics they value most in a head coach, and do the student-athletes 

attribute those traits to one gender over the other? 

Several questions asked participants to describe past interactions with head 

coaches that led to positive or negative experiences in their sporting careers. A portion of 

the questioning was designed to reveal whether the participants perceived a gender-based 

difference in the quality of coaching as it related to reaching their competitive athletic 

goals or earning a college scholarship. The participants were asked whether they felt that 

being coached by a male or female became more important as they grew more 

competitive in their sports (question 13), whether their high school or youth head coach 

had played a positive or negative role in their college recruitment (question 14), and 

whether they believed the gender of their head coach put them in a better position to earn 

an athletic scholarship in college (question 15). These questions drew consensus 

responses and produced very little open dialog in the follow-up questioning.  

Former NCAA Division II female student-athletes do not feel the gender of 

their youth head coaches played a role in their college preparedness or ability to 

earn a scholarship. Although the participants did express opinions about their preferred 

gender in a head coach, none felt that the gender of their own head coaches at the youth 

or high school level had affected their ability to earn scholarships to continue playing in 

college. Regardless of their high school head coach’s gender, the participants did not 

indicate that it was important as their level of competition increased. In addition, 
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regardless of whether they reported positive or negative relationships with their high 

school coach, and regardless of that coach’s gender, the participants all believed their 

high school coaches had played a positive role in their college recruitment. When quality 

of coaching was addressed, they also did not seem to have any concerns about whether a 

man or women served in the lead role. 

When asked whether she believed the gender of her youth or high school head 

coach had affected her ability to earn a college scholarship, SB1 responded, “That didn’t 

ever cross my mind, no.” BBall1 responded, “I was focused on earning a college 

scholarship, and my coaches—both male and female—knew my goals and tried to help 

me the best they knew how.” SOC2 said, “There are college recruiters everywhere. It’s 

more about making sure you are on a club team that gets you exposure outside of your 

high school season. Once you’re playing in tournaments and attending camps, you’re on 

the radar regardless of whether you’re playing for a man or woman.” The responses to 

these questions had a generally similar tone in all twelve interviews. 

The former swimmer, SWIM, was the only participant who hesitated to say that 

her youth coach had played a positive role in her college recruitment. She explained, “I 

think I received good coaching, but I’m not sure if my club or high school coaches were 

necessarily connected to college coaches on a personal level. But in my sport, your time 

is all that matters in whether or not you’re getting the attention of colleges.” The field 

hockey player, FH, was unsure of the importance or male or female coaches as she grew 

more competitive. She said, “I never had a male coach and rarely saw men coaching 

other teams. Field hockey is primarily a sport coached and played by females in the 

United States.” Table 3 summarizes the responses to questions 13, 14, and 15.  
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Table 3 

Perceived Role of Head Coach’s Gender in Quality of High School/Youth Sports 

Coaching and in Earning College Scholarships. 

Participant Was it more important to have 

male or female coach as 

competition increased? 

What role did high school or 

youth coaches play in your 

college recruitment? 

Would the head coach’s 

gender affect your ability to 

earn a scholarship? 

BBall1 No Positive  No impact 

BBall2 No Positive  No impact 

FH Not sure Positive  No impact 

LAX1 No Positive No impact 

LAX2 No Positive  No impact 

SOC1 No Positive No impact 

SOC2 No Positive No impact 

SB1 No Positive No impact 

SB2 No Positive No impact 

VB1 No Positive No impact 

VB2 No Positive No impact 

SWIM No Neutral No impact 

Player–coach connection and its relationship to team success. The participants 

were asked if they felt their teams were more successful with male or female head 

coaches and to outline the coaching characteristics that made those teams successful or 

not (questions 11 and 12). They were also asked if they had better connections with male 

or female head coaches (18) and whether their team had a closer relationship when 

playing for a man or a woman (19). The answers to this set of questions triggered the 

emergence of a series of themes and sub-themes specific to the player–coach relationship. 

The responses generated a consensus opinion that healthy individual relationships 

between players and coaches often resulted in more positive overall team environments 

and locker room atmospheres, and that these environments led to a greater likelihood of 
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the team being successful. Opinions differed, however, on the ability of female student-

athletes to connect positively with male head coaches. Seven of 11 participants (63.6%) 

reported that they tended to have better individual connections with female than with 

male coaches. (The data for FH were discarded because she had never played for a male 

coach.) SB1 explained, “I connected a lot better with a female coach. With a male, it was 

just more coach–player (relationship), and with my female head coach, she got to 

understand me more as a person before coaching.” BBall2 expressed similar thoughts: “I 

could joke around with [female head coach] easier. She would definitely look for ways to 

connect better with me than my male coaches. With the men, it was more like, ‘You're 

my coach, I’m your player. That’s it.’” LAX1 made this comparison: “I feel, on a 

personal level, a male is very down-to-business, and it’s solely about lacrosse, when I 

feel my female coaches reached out and wanted to create a relationship that wasn’t solely 

about sports. It was more like ‘How are you doing, how is your family? Okay, now let's 

talk about lacrosse and what we can do to be better.’” 

However, seven of 11 (63.6%) also believed that their teams had experienced 

greater success and closer interpersonal relationships when playing for a male head 

coach. Although seven of the 12 had indicated that they personally connected better with 

female head coaches, four of those (BBall2, LAX2, SB2, and VB2; 57.1% of the 

previous seven) indicated closer team relationships and better overall team success when 

playing for men. Despite connecting better with female head coaches, all four said in 

answer to question 22 that they would choose to play for a man over a woman. They 

justified this apparently contradictory response with the following comments: BBall2 

said, “I tend to have a closer personal connection with females, but it seems that the men 
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I’ve played for were better at pushing me to get the best out of myself and my 

teammates.” LAX2 said, “When someone has a problem with the coach or another 

player, they talk about it pretty openly to their teammates. Really, even one poor 

relationship between a player and coach can negatively impact an entire locker room and 

the team’s overall success—at least if the person is a popular player or senior leader. I’ve 

enjoyed playing for women, but I’m not sure that would be true if you poll our whole 

team.” SB2 also mentioned heightened team drama when playing for a female head 

coach: “I don't know why it is, but if she were to say, like, a swear word, it would be 

much different than if he were to say it. Like, if he were to say it, we would all just shake 

it off and it would be no big thing, but if she says it, girls are talking about it for days.” 

VB2 observed that good personal relationships between coaches and players could 

actually have a negative impact on the team environment: “It seems like many of the 

women I’ve played for have blurred the line between coach and friend,” she reported. “I 

want my coach to care about me, but there is a difference between being my coach and 

being my friend.” Table 4 summarizes these responses. 

Table 4 

Individual Connections to Coaches, Team Relationships, and Overall Success 

Participant Do you connect better with a 

male or a female coach? 

Do you have closer team 

relationships with a male or a 

female head coach? 

Do you have more success 

with a male or a female head 

coach? 

BBall1 Male Male Male 

BBall2 Female Male Male 

FH N/A (only played for females) N/A (only played for females) N/A (only played for females) 

LAX1 Female Female Female 

LAX2 Female Male Male 

SOC1 Female Female Female 

SOC2 Male Male Male 
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SB1 Female Female Female 

SB2 Female Male Male 

VB1 Male Male Male 

VB2 Female Male Male 

SWIM Male No difference observed Male 

Primary influence of male and female head coaches. Questions 16 and 17 

asked the participants to describe the primary influence of female and male head coaches, 

respectively, on their athletic careers. Several trends for each gender were revealed when 

word clouds were created from the responses. MAXQDA revealed common words and 

aided in the creation of the word clouds. Tables 5 and 6 summarize the common words 

used to describe the influence of male and female head coaches on the respondents’ 

athletic careers. Frequency was measured by the number of participants who used each 

phrase to describe that gender’s influence. Some respondents used the same word 

multiple times to describe a coach’s influence, but each was only counted only once per 

individual. In generally, when the participants spoke about male coaches, they used 

words describing their sporting relationships. When they spoke about female coaches, 

they used words describing their personal relationships. 

Former NCAA Division II female student-athletes described the influence of 

male head coaches through a sports-based lens. Describing the influence of male head 

coaches, BBall1 said, “[Men] taught me a lot of, like, the Xs and Os. This is kind of, like, 

stereotypical, but I guess, like, mental toughness, competitive intensity, and, like, how to 

fight through things to win, and stuff like that.” LAX2 recalled, “I think the men I’ve 

played for definitely yelled a lot more but also took their personal emotions out of the 

game a lot more, if that makes sense. They kind of stuck to just the tactical skills and 

aspects of the actual game.” The words and phrases used to describe the coaching 
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influence of men carried this type of theme in the majority of interviews. They are 

summarized in Table 5.   

Table 5 

Primary Influences of Male Head Coaches as Described by Former Female Student-
Athletes. 
 

Words Used to Describe the Influence of 

Male Coaches 

Frequency 

Winning, competitive 8 

Intense, stern, yelling 6 

Business-like, working relationship 6 

Tactical, structured, Xs and Os 4 

Former NCAA Division II female student-athletes described the influence of 

female head coaches through a relationship-based lens. Bball2 was one of several 

participants to refer to her female head coaches as family, stating, “The woman head 

coach I had, she’s almost like family. I call her ‘aunt’ and connect at a very personal 

level. It has definitely been a more personal connection with my female coaches.” SOC1 

agreed that close personal relationships were easier to form with female head coaches but 

claimed this was a natural part of women playing for women. She explained, “I think it’s 

obvious. Girls have different girl problems, and boys have different boy problems. A girl 

coach, I could get more personal in approaching her with a girl problem, but something I 

might not necessarily tell a guy coach.” LAX2 also noted that the personal connection 

was naturally strong with female head coaches, but pointed out several difficulties in 

balancing that kind of player–coach relationship: “I think it’s very challenging for a 

woman [coach] to hold a balance [between personal relationships and sports 

relationships]. I think there really does come a time where the balance is hard and the 

coaches themselves have to know [which players] they can enter into personal 
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relationships [with], besides just a work relationship, in a sense.” SB1 found that her 

female head coach was easier to relate to as a role model, recalling, “The way she carried 

herself, she was so relatable and was someone I looked up to and aspired to be, as far as a 

leader, and someone who just demands attention from a room and can command a 

program to listen to what she said and follow her, and she was more the type that led by 

example, and it was really inspiring to look up to.” Table 6 summarizes the words and 

themes the participants used to describe the influence of their past female coaches. 

Table 6 

Primary Influences of Female Head Coaches as Described by Former Female Student-
Athletes 
 

Words Used to Describe Influence of 

Female Coaches 

Frequency 

Family, personal connection, approachable 9 

Sports–life balance 4 

(More) drama, (more) emotional 4 

Relatable, role model 3 

Former NCAA Division II female student-athletes aligned what they 

considered the most important coaching characteristics with the primary influences 

of their female head coaches. Interview question 21 asked participants to identify, 

regardless of gender, the single most important quality or characteristic a head coach 

should possess. Nine of the 12 (75%) identified relationship-based characteristics 

between athletes and coaches. Many of these characteristics were consistent with the 

themes that appeared in the descriptions of the influence of female coaches (Table 6). 

VB2 expressed the belief that coaching is all about individual relationships: “I think it’s 

important for coaches to know that their communications and relationships with players 

cannot be one-size-fits-all. Every athlete is different, and you kind of have to find ways to 
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make sure that the needs are met for each person.” Bball2 opined that character counts: 

“Just character overall, like how they carry themselves. If they’re going to expect 

something from their players, I think they should do it themselves [that’s the most 

important thing].” SB2 described the personal relationship between player and coach as 

critical, saying, “I think caring for your players [is most important]. I think it’s the one 

thing that has a ripple effect over anything else.” FH highlighted the player–coach 

relationship as the most important:  “At the Division II level, for the most part, you’re not 

coaching kids that are going to go on and play professional, and in field hockey you’re 

definitely not coaching kids that are going on to play professional, so they’re there to get 

an education, and they’re there to kind of further themselves. In college, you change a lot 

and figure out who you are, so coaches, a lot of times, are parents away from home, and 

students come to them far beyond the actual sport they’re playing, and so just making 

sure that they’re at least open to that type of relationship and trying to help student 

athletes any way they can [is important].” 

Three of the 12 participants (25%) identified tactical or sport-specific 

characteristics as the most important in a coach. Many of these characteristics were 

consistent with the themes describing the influence of male coaches (Table 5). Bball1 

focused on the alignment of coaching philosophy and player ability, stating, “A coach has 

to be able to adapt their coaching philosophies to the type of players they have on the 

team and those player’s strengths.” VB1 described having a passion for the game as the 

most important thing, but she reflected on personal aspects being important as well. She 

said, “Passion for the sport, passion to win, and a passion for everything to be 

competitive [is most important]. But then also to be, like, compassionate for the student-
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athletes and their success, I guess.” Table 7 summarizes the responses to question 23. 

Table 7 

Most Important Traits of Coaches, According to NCAA Division II Female Student-

Athletes.  

Characteristic or Quality Frequency 

Connection/relationship with team 3 

Caring/compassion/character 3 

Communication 3 

Adapt coaching to players’ skillsets 1 

Fairness 1 

Passion for the game 1 

Research Question 3: How do previous interactions with coaches (e.g., youth 

coaches, high school coaches, etc.) influence the college head coach gender 

preferences of NCAA Division II female student-athletes? 

Former NCAA Division II female student-athletes primarily experienced 

male coaching before attending college. Interview question 7 asked participants how 

many male and female head coaches they had played for over their entire careers, from 

youth sports to college. Table 1 shows that 11 of the 12 (94.7%) started playing their 

sport at or before fifth grade. Nine (75%) indicated that they had been primarily coached 

by men during their athletic careers. Two were coached primarily by women, and one 

estimated an even split between male and female coaches. The former field hockey 

student-athlete was the only participant who had never been coached by a man. 

Three participants (25%) reported that their fathers had been their primary youth 

coaches. All three ultimately reported a preference for being coached by males. SB2 

explained, “Honestly, my dad was my coach growing up, and that had an impact on me 

as far as what I wanted in a coach. I think I just looked up to my male coaches a lot, as far 
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as a strong figure, and they were just really good teachers, so I looked up to them for 

teaching me the skills that I needed.” BBall2 agreed: “When your dad is your coach 

growing up, that kind of sets the standard of what you envision your coach being. It’s 

what I compared my coaches to after that.” 

Question 8 asked the participants to identify the gender of their collegiate head 

coach. Despite three-quarters of them (9 of 12) having played primarily for men in their 

athletic careers, eight (66%) had played for a female head coach in college. Three (25%) 

had played for both male and female head coaches in college. This sample group had 

more exposure to female head coaches late in their athletic careers (e.g., in college) than 

in youth sports. Regardless of college exposure to female head coaches, seven of the nine 

who had mostly been coached by men (77%) also reported an overall preference for 

being coached by men. VB2 explained, “The main thing that I know and have really had 

was male [coaches], and I have no complaints on male-style coaching as long as they care 

and they’re somewhat sensitive to female needs.” BBall1 added, “I think it's tough for me 

[to decide on a head coach gender], because I did play for two female head coaches in 

college and my [male] head coach in high school, he was a very emotional guy. But I had 

a really good experience with my first [male] head coach and high school [male] head 

coach, so I would say I would prefer a male. And that goes against everything I believe in 

[empowering women leaders in sports], but it’s my honest preference.”  

The two participants who had mostly been coached by women also reported 

preferring this. The field hockey player, FH1, was the only participant never coached by 

a male; she stayed firm in her preference for a female head coach but explained that she 

did wish she could compare her experiences with playing for a male. “I had good 
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experiences with female coaches that I wouldn't take away,” FH1 said, “but I just would 

have wanted to see what my experience would have been with a male coach as well.” 

Two participants who had primarily played for men would play for a female if 

given the choice. SB1 pointed to the possibility of learning from females who had also 

played the women’s game as a critical factor, saying, “I think there's something to be said 

about a female that has played the sport, grown up in the sport, maybe played it in 

college. They just understand it, and they understand what student-athletes are looking 

for in a college coach at that point.” SOC1 cited better personal connections with female 

coaches as her deciding factor: “I’ve really just found that female coaches are far more 

relatable to the needs of female athletes.” 

Table 8 

Genders of Prior Head Coaches and Their Relation to Gender Preference 

Participant 

(*Father served as her 

youth coach.)  

Were you mainly coached by men 

or women in your athletic career?  

What is the gender of 

your collegiate head 

coach? 

What is your 

gender 

preference in a 

coach? 

BBall1 Majority men Female (2) Male 

*BBall2 Majority men Male Male 

FH All women Female (2) Female 

LAX1 Majority women Female Female 

LAX2 Majority men Female (1)/Male (1) Male 

SOC1 Majority men Female Female 

SOC2 Majority men Female (1)/Male (1) Male 

SB1 Majority men Female Female 

*SB2 Majority men Male Male 

*VB1 Even  Female (1)/Male (1) Male 

VB2 Majority men Male (2) Male 

SWIM Majority men Male Male 
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Summary 

  The researcher collected data through semi-structured interviews with twelve 

former NCAA Division II female student-athletes. The interview questions were 

developed through a phenomenology lens and designed to extract details of the 

participants lived experience. Creswell’s (2014) six steps were used to analyze, review, 

and categorize the qualitative data. The interviews produced demographic details on the 

participants and answers to the study’s three research questions: (1) What gender do 

NCAA Division II female student-athletes prefer in a head coach? (2) How do they 

describe the characteristics they value most in a head coach, and do they attribute those 

traits to one gender over the other? and (3) How do previous interactions with coaches 

(e.g., youth coaches, high school coaches) influence the college head-coach gender 

preferences of NCAA Division II female student-athletes? 

Several themes emerged, highlighted by an overall preference for being coached 

by men despite the participants aligning the coaching characteristics they viewed as most 

important with the core influences of former female coaches. The participants described 

the primary influences of their male head coaches through a sports-based lens and that of 

their female head coaches through a relationship-based lens. The importance of the 

personal relationship between coach and athlete was emphasized and was most associated 

with female coaches. The participants did not associate the gender of their youth or high 

school coaches with their own college preparedness or ability to earn scholarships. They 

had mostly had male coaches before college; nearly a quarter of the participants had been 

coached by their fathers in youth sports. Chapter Five of this dissertation draws 
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conclusions based on these themes, proposes solutions, and identifies areas for future 

research.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

Female head coaches have been underrepresented at all levels of intercollegiate 

athletics since the implementation of Title IX in the 1970s (Lapchick, 2015). This 

qualitative study generated new knowledge on the topic by studying the leadership of 

women’s athletic teams from the perspective of the female student-athletes. The purpose 

of this study was to examine whether NCAA Division II female student-athletes had a 

specific preference for a male or female head coach. To address, the research focused on 

the lived experiences of this population. Few studies have used the student-athlete 

perspective to explore this issue, and very little research has focused exclusively on this 

population in intercollegiate athletics.  

Interviews were arranged with 12 former NCAA Division II female student-

athletes. Each interview featured 23 semi-structured questions, and three core research 

questions guided the study: (1) What gender do NCAA Division II female student-

athletes prefer in a head coach? (2) How do they describe the characteristics they value 

most in a head coach, and do they attribute those traits to one gender but not the other? 

(3) How do their previous interactions with coaches (e.g., youth coaches, high school 

coaches) influence these preferences? This chapter summarizes four core findings and 

conclusions generated from the study. Each of these conclusions opens avenues for 

additional research, and further exploration is encouraged in each of these areas. In 

addition, recommendations and implications are presented for various stakeholders in 

NCAA Division II athletics. The chapter concludes by identifying opportunities for future 

research involving NCAA Division II female coaches and student-athletes, and on 
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women’s athletics in general. 

Findings and Conclusions 

Several significant findings emerged from this study. One was particularly 

important due to the sharp contradictions it illuminated: This was the participants’ overall 

preference to be coached by men despite attributing the coaching characteristics they 

viewed as most important to past female coaches. This chapter provides an analysis of 

each finding, and an explanation of conclusions that can or cannot be drawn from the 

study’s results. 

Participants’ Stated Preferences Contradicted Their Choices 

Participants concluded their interviews by answering a straightforward “this or 

that” question that was central to the study: “Would you rather play for a male head 

coach or a female head coach?” Eight of the 12 participants (66.7%) chose male. This 

preference sharply contradicted their earlier descriptions of the leadership characteristics 

they valued most. 

When asked to identify the most important characteristics of a head coach, 

regardless of gender, participants overwhelmingly targeted relationship-based traits (e.g., 

connection or relationship with the team, caring and compassionate character, and 

communication). They also overwhelmingly aligned the primary influence of past female 

coaches with relationship-based characteristics (e.g., fostering a family atmosphere, 

developing personal connections, having an approachable attitude, and encouraging 

sports-life balance). When the participants described the primary influence of past male 

coaches, they identified very few relationship-based traits. They almost exclusively 

associated male head coaches with sports-based characteristics (e.g., focused on winning, 
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competitive, intense, and businesslike). However, when asked to select their preferred 

gender in a head coach, the majority of participants still chose male. This contradiction 

highlights many of the distinct challenges facing female coaches and opens numerous 

avenues for new and continued research. 

While it would be inaccurate to assume that two-thirds of NCAA Division II 

female student-athletes prefer to be coached by men, the preference for male coaches in 

this study aligns with the outcomes of similar studies focusing on female athletes at the 

NCAA Division I level (Frey, 2006). In this study, the participants essentially said one 

thing (e.g., placed the highest value on leadership characteristics they attributed to 

women) and did another (e.g., indicated a preference for being coached by men). 

Although this study was not structured or intended to explain this contradiction, several 

additional themes emerged that may provide an entry point for future research on this 

significant discovery. 

Gender of Youth Coaches Could Influence Preference at the Collegiate Level 

When the participants were asked about their reasons for preferring male head 

coaches despite identifying preferred leadership characteristics that they mainly 

associated with female coaches, many pointed to previous experiences with male coaches 

as a contributing factor. With 94.7% of the participants indicating that they began playing 

their sport at or before the fifth grade, the influence of men coaching girls’ youth sports—

likely fathers of the girls on the team—demands further research. Seventy-five percent of 

the participants indicated that they had primarily been coached by men throughout their 

athletic careers up to college, and 25% reported that their own fathers had served as their 

youth head coaches.  
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Greenawalt (2012) found signs of sexism in the female student-athlete population 

and concluded that when female athletes “think coach,” they “think male.” Messner and 

Bozada-Deas (2009) published an article called “Separating the Men from the Moms” in 

which they explored adult gender segregation in youth sports. Their study tracked the 

number of women and men who served as head coaches in a local American Youth 

Soccer Organization (AYSO) and Little League Baseball/Softball League (LLB/S). Their 

findings showed that only 13.4% of 1,490 AYSO teams and 5.9% of 538 LLB/S teams 

were managed by women. Messner and Bozada-Deas concluded that most volunteer 

fathers in these youth sports leagues became coaches, while the most mothers who 

volunteered become “team moms.” 

Perhaps Greenawalt’s (2012) findings can be attributed to the disproportionate 

number of men serving as coaches in youth sports, as uncovered by Messner and Bozada-

Deas (2009). In this study, each of the three participants who were coached by their 

fathers reported a preference for being coached by males and referred to their experience 

playing for their fathers as a contributing factor. In addition, the two participants who had 

mostly been coached by women while growing up reported a preference for being 

coached by females. The results of this study provide an entry point for further research 

on the influence of men and women (e.g., dads and moms) coaching girls at the youth 

level and potential correlation to athletes’ head coach gender preferences at the college 

level. 

Female Head Coaches Are Held to a Higher Standard than Men in Player–Coach 

Relationships 

This research uncovered a possible double standard in relation to the desired 
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personal relationships between NCAA Division II female student-athletes and female 

head coaches. When asked to identify the most important characteristics of a head coach, 

regardless of gender, participants overwhelmingly cited relationship-based traits (e.g., 

connection and relationship with the team, caring and compassionate character, and 

communication). The participants also overwhelmingly aligned the primary influence of 

their past female coaches with relationship-based characteristics (e.g., creating a family 

atmosphere, nurturing personal connections, being approachable, and encouraging sports-

life balance). They attributed very few of these relationship-based traits to male head 

coaches. 

Related to this possible double standard, the participants reached a consensus in 

their belief that healthy individual relationships between players and coaches led to a 

greater likelihood of overall team success. They also indicated a higher likelihood of 

connecting positively with female head coaches, with 63.6% reporting that they tended to 

have better individual connections with female than with male coaches. However, despite 

those claims, the majority of that 63.6% subset indicated that they had experienced closer 

team relationships when playing for men and actually preferred to play for men instead of 

women. 

The rationale for this inconsistency appears to be rooted in a belief that female 

head coaches are more likely to cross personal boundaries with student-athletes than their 

male counterparts. Essentially, these student-athletes claimed they preferred personal 

relationships with their coaches, yet they drew a very thin line between leadership and 

friendship in the head coach’s role. Should a female head coach cross this line, the 

student-athlete might shift her preference toward male coaches even if those relationships 
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felt more businesslike and less personal. In simpler terms, the participants were indicating 

that they wanted personal relationships with their head coaches, but not relationships that 

were that close. In this case, it is left to the head coach to project the depth of personal 

relationship the athlete does or does not seek, and female coaches appear to be held to a 

higher standard than male coaches. 

The participants appeared to expect this type of personal connection from female 

head coaches, but they were quick to turn on female leaders who did not effectively walk 

the thin line between coach and friend. If a female head coach misstepped one way or the 

other, her student-athletes perceived her as failing to deliver on their relationship-based 

expectations, or as creating “drama” by being overly involved. “Drama” and “emotional” 

were commonly used to describe the primary influence of female head coaches. 

The participants did not appear to require male head coaches to deliver on these 

same expectations. Female head coaches thus appeared to be held to a higher standard 

than males in this area, with student-athletes more likely to dismiss female leadership if 

their expectations were not met. These themes parallel several outcomes revealed by 

Kamphoff and Grill (2008), who described a professional culture where female student-

athletes had a general apprehension about playing for female coaches and treated female 

coaches differently from male ones. This trend is a complex discovery that warrants 

further exploration and requires research to begin drawing consistent conclusions.  

Gender Preference is Not Necessarily Rooted in Perceived Quality of Coaching 

The female student-athletes who participated in this study did not note any 

concern that female head coaches could not deliver coaching of the same quality as men. 

Regardless of their preference to play for a man or a woman, none of the participants felt 
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that the gender of their head coaches at the youth or high school levels had had an impact 

on their ability to earn college scholarships. All the participants believed that their high 

school coaches had played positive roles in their college recruitment. 

The results of this study do not indicate that NCAA Division II female student-

athletes have concerns about the ability of female head coaches to effectively develop in 

them the skillsets required to successfully compete in their respective sports. Most of 

their concerns appeared to be rooted in the nontechnical, “soft” skills associated with the 

profession (e.g., relationship-based traits). Additional study in this area will be necessary 

to achieve consistent conclusions; nonetheless, this study has generated preliminary 

results indicating that student-athlete bias toward female head coaches is either 

subconscious or interpersonal. 

Recommendations and Implications 

 This research was conducted to further explore the disproportionately low number 

of females leading NCAA women’s teams since Title IX expanded opportunities for 

female athletes. Since Title IX’s implementation more than four decades ago, women 

have typically found it difficult to overcome the perception that male coaches are more 

effective leaders of intercollegiate athletic teams (Welch & Sigelman, 2007). This study 

was not designed to solve this problem; rather, it explored the issue from the perspective 

of the female student-athlete and collected data from an understudied population of 

NCAA student-athletes. Approaching the issue from the student-athlete perspective is a 

different approach than those taken in the majority of studies on this issue. The findings 

of this study have resulted in several recommendations for various stakeholders in 

intercollegiate athletics, including current and former female student-athletes, athletic 
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administrators, and current and aspiring coaches of women’s athletics. 

Current and Former Female Student-Athletes 

Far more men than women are coaching girls’ youth teams (Messner & Bozada-

Deas, 2009). Though the findings in this study require additional research, there does 

appear to be traction on the influence of fathers coaching girls’ youth sports teams, 

resulting in the girls preferring male coaches later in life. In addition, existing research 

indicates that most youth coaches are the fathers of girls on the teams (Messner & 

Bozada-Deas, 2009). There could be a correlation between girls seeing men in coaching 

positions at a young age and female athletes perceiving men as more optimal coaches—

whether consciously or subconsciously—as they advance competitively in their sports. 

This is an area in which current and former female student-athletes can take action. 

 Pastore (1991) showed that former college athletes fill the coaching pipeline for 

women’s athletic teams. Because former female student-athletes represent the female 

demographic that is most likely to make coaching their chosen profession, one can 

hypothesize that this would be the population from which to recruit the next generation of 

females to lead women’s intercollegiate athletic teams. However, it is also reasonable to 

hypothesize that even if former female student-athletes enjoyed competing in their sports, 

they don’t wish to make a career of coaching college teams. Many of these women 

graduate from college to become successful business leaders, doctors, lawyers, and 

teachers, among other noble professions. In fact, Ernst and Young (2015) found that more 

than half of top female executives were once college athletes. Many of these future 

leaders may also become mothers with daughters who participate in youth sports. Their 

children represent a future generation of prospective female athletes who have the 
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potential to be positively influenced by former female athletes, including their own 

mothers, at an early stage in life. 

The findings of this study suggest that aspiring female coaches may benefit from 

today’s youth seeing women in coaching roles at the youth sports level. Given this 

possibility, organizations that advocate for the greater representation of intercollegiate 

female head coaches might also encourage current and former female student-athletes to 

volunteer as youth coaches for girls’ sports. A coordinated marketing campaign from an 

industry leader committed to developing future female leaders could have a significant 

effect on youth sports volunteers, and current and former female student-athletes will be a 

critical target audience. This type of campaign could play a substantial role in leveling 

the playing field for aspiring female coaches if student-athletes truly do “think male” 

when they “think coach.” 

Encouraging current and former female student-athletes to continue giving back 

to the sports they are passionate about by volunteering to coach youth sports could move 

the needle more effectively than the efforts that have stalled over the four decades since 

the implementation of Title IX. On any given weekend, athletic facilities throughout the 

United States are filled with girls playing sports. Their teams are mainly coached by their 

fathers (Messner & Bozada-Deas, 2009). Some of the mothers attending these events 

were likely once student-athletes, yet in most cases they watch from the stands despite 

having more experience in girls’ sports than the fathers who are leading the teams. If the 

mothers and fathers traded roles, it could have a powerful effect on the success of future 

female coaches. 
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Athletic Administrators 

 NCAA athletic administrators are often the target audience of organizations 

advocating for the advancement of females into intercollegiate head coaching positions. 

This strategy makes sense, as athletic administrators are ultimately responsible for the 

hiring and firing of head coaches. This type of messaging was a primary factor in the 

creation of this study, which sought to gain insights into low female-to-male hiring ratios 

by looking at perceptions of male and female head coaches from the perspective of 

female student-athletes. 

The NCAA’s constitution requires member institutions to conduct student-athlete 

exit interviews in each sport with a sample of student-athletes whose eligibility has 

expired (NCAA Division I Manual, 2018). These interviews must include an in-person 

meeting with the departing student-athletes to discuss their experiences in the athletic 

program. In these sessions, the student-athletes often divulge information, both positive 

and negative, that enables administrators to work with head coaches to improve the 

experiences of returning student-athletes. Athletic administrators, particularly those at the 

NCAA Division II level, can integrate the findings of this study into these exit interviews 

to better understand and address the challenges that female head coaches face when 

leading women’s teams. Likewise, they can use the trends and findings presented in this 

study to aid in their search for the next leaders of their women’s athletic programs. 

Athletic directors should also encourage current head coaches, both male and 

female, to involve their female student-athletes in volunteering efforts with local youth 

sports organizations. Whether through a team-led initiative or a student-led endeavor, 

nearly every female student-athlete is involved in some type of volunteer activity during 
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her intercollegiate sports career. Opportunities for youths to interact with women who 

excel in their sports could yield future benefits for women seeking to enter and advance 

in the coaching profession—particularly if the limited number of females coaching youth 

sports is contributing to female student-athlete bias. 

Current and Aspiring Female Coaches 

Fasting and Pfister (2000) uncovered a sweet spot for female coaches, suggesting 

that proper communication methods paired with a general need for women to be coached 

differently from men could result in female athletes being more satisfied under the 

leadership of female head coaches. The findings in this study, paired with the core themes 

revealed by Fasting and Pfister, can help current and aspiring female head coaches better 

understand an ever-changing student-athlete population. Female coaches should 

recognize that they may face bias from student-athletes, some of it possibly subconscious, 

in their own programs. Much of the existing research and professional development 

provided to female coaches is aimed at overcoming hiring bias, achieving work–life 

balance, and conquering barriers to entry and elevation in their profession. Very little 

professional development training tries to convey and address the unfair leadership 

perceptions that female coaches may face from the women they coach.  

An understanding of the findings and themes in this study may better prepare 

female coaches to address and understand student-athletes’ needs and issues before the 

problems spread through the team or to administration. The trends, findings, and 

suggestions for future research that have emerged from this study should be presented to 

coaching associations and other organizations committed to enhancing female leadership 

in intercollegiate athletics. This study has articulated several themes involving the soft 
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skills required to successfully connect with and lead female student-athletes at the NCAA 

Division II level; many of these may be relevant to Division I and III coaches as well. 

Future Research 

The findings of this study provide several opportunities for additional research 

that could strengthen each of its conclusions. These opportunities for expanded research 

were not anticipated prior to the start of this study and emerged as data were gathered, 

organized, and reported. However, strong themes emerged from the data that have the 

potential to significantly aid the NCAA Division II women’s sports industry if explored 

further.  

Subconscious Cultural Sexism in the Female Student-Athlete Population 

 Numerous studies have explored elements of sexism in various industries and its 

impact on women who are seeking or embedded in leadership positions. However, 

sexism among female student-athletes has been explored to a much lesser extent, and 

there appears to be a total void in research on sexism in NCAA Division II female 

student-athletes. This study has revealed a disconnect between what NCAA Division II 

female student-athletes say they value in a head coach (e.g., leadership traits associated 

with female coaches) and what they ultimately do prefer in a head coach (e.g., being 

male). The research also suggests that NCAA Division II female student-athletes do not 

have concerns about female coaches’ ability to effectively develop in them the skills 

required to compete at a high level of intercollegiate athletics. The results of this study 

suggest that subconscious cultural sexism—where a culture associates leadership 

positions with men, causing people to naturally question women in leadership roles—

may be present in NCAA Division II female student-athletes. Additional research is 
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necessary to gain further insight into this possible bias.  

Impact of Fathers Coaching Youth Sports 

Strong indicators emerged to suggest that girls who were coached by their fathers 

as children ultimately preferred to be coached by men at the collegiate level, even if they 

struggle to understand why they have this preference. These outcomes provide an avenue 

for expanding research on this specific population of student-athletes in order to learn 

more about the effect that head coach gender at the youth sports level has on coaching 

preferences later in life. The existing research points to a disproportionate number of men 

coaching youth sports (Messner & Bozada-Deas, 2009), and this study aligns with similar 

research by Frey (2006) and Greenwalt (2012) showing that female athletes generally 

prefer to be coached by men. Perhaps the influence of males coaching youth sports plays 

a strong role in establishing this preference. 

Transformational Leadership 

A direct correlation between the characteristics of transformational leadership and 

its influence on whether former NCAA Division II female student-athletes prefer male or 

female leadership could not be confirmed. The former student-athletes did identify 

several preferred leadership characteristics, such as good character, positive 

communication, and fairness, which are rooted in the core transformational leadership 

pillars of honesty and trust. However, these preferences did not ultimately contribute to 

the their preference in gender. Many of the student-athletes who indicated that they 

valued these characteristics ultimately stated a preference to be coached by men who did 

not necessarily display transformational leadership qualities. Additional research into the 

relationship between transformational leadership and head coach gender preference, 
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particularly as it relates to female head coaches, is warranted. 

Next Steps for Intended Application  

Discussion of the shortfall of women in NCAA head coaching positions will not 

go away anytime soon. Similarly, positively adjusting the proportion of females who hold 

head coaching jobs in women’s athletics will take time and continuous effort. Muffet 

McGraw, Notre Dame’s head coach of women’s basketball and a longtime proponent of 

gender equity in college coaching ranks, generated headlines at the 2019 NCAA 

Women’s Final Four press conference for her outspoken frustration about the low 

proportion of female leaders in intercollegiate athletics (Doubek, 2019). McGraw called 

for women to fill more leadership positions in women’s sports, especially basketball, 

noting, “When you look at men’s basketball, 99 percent of the jobs go to men, why 

shouldn’t 100 or 99 percent of the jobs in women’s basketball go to women?” (Doubek, 

2019). She also called for male athletic directors to put an end to inequitable hiring 

practices. “People hire people who look like them,” McGraw commented (Whiteside, 

2019). McGraw’s remarks drew high praise in female coaching communities and aligned 

with research conducted by Acosta and Carpenter (2012).  

 The data in this study indicate that there may be more at play than the need for 

male athletic directors to increase their hiring of female head coaches. The research 

unearthed complicated avenues that females may need to navigate on the journey to a 

head coaching position and suggested that the core issues facing aspiring female head 

coaches could run as far down as the youth sports level. These findings can offer 

additional context, create new dialogs, and provide areas for further research into this 

broad topic. The data need to be shared, and their relevance extends beyond coaches and 
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athletic administrators.  

 The researcher plans to engage Women Leaders in College Sports, an 

organization dedicated to advancing women into positions of influence, to further 

distribute and discuss the findings in this study. Women Leaders in College Sports hosts 

numerous professional development events each year in conjunction with the NCAA, the 

National Association of Collegiate Athletic Directors (NACDA), and sport-specific 

coaches’ associations such as the Women’s Basketball Coaches Association (WBCA). 

The national headquarters of Women Leaders in College Sports, located in Kansas City, 

Missouri, is less than an hour’s travel from the researcher’s residence allowing the 

opportunity for focused collaboration.  

The data presented in this study will be communicated at conferences, discussed 

on speaker panels, distributed at national conventions, and disseminated in other ways 

relevant to target audiences. Women Leaders in College Sports, together with the NCAA 

national office, provides a gateway for further dialog on the problems facing female 

coaches and possible pathways to progress. The researcher also plans to present and 

discuss this research with colleagues in intercollegiate athletics and at seminars dedicated 

to Title IX and the advancement of women in athletics. Finally, as an NCAA Division II 

athletic director, the author will use the study’s findings and conclusions in everyday 

professional settings.  

Summary of the Study 

Women remain substantially underrepresented in head coaching positions at all 

levels of intercollegiate athletics, and research on why this gender gap exists is rarely 

conducted from the perspective of the student-athlete. Furthermore, past research has 
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neglected to explore student-athletes at the NCAA Division II level. The aim of this 

qualitative study was to examine former NCAA Division II female student-athletes’ 

preferred gender in a head coach and identify critical experiences that influenced this 

preference. Semi-structured interviews were arranged with 12 former NCAA Division II 

female student-athletes to explore their lived experience as athletes. Each interview 

included 23 semi-structured questions geared toward answering three research questions: 

(1) What gender do NCAA Division II female student-athletes prefer in a head coach? (2) 

How do they describe the characteristics they value most in a head coach, and do they 

attribute those traits to one gender over another? (3) How do their previous interactions 

with coaches (e.g., youth coaches, high school coaches) influence these preferences? 

The study suggested that NCAA Division II female student-athletes preferred to 

be coached by men, despite contradictory statements placing a high value on leadership 

characteristics they most closely associated with women. This preference did not appear 

to be rooted in perceived quality of coaching, but rather in soft skills or subconscious 

bias. 

In addition, this study has concluded that this population of student-athletes holds 

female head coaches to a higher standard than male coaches when it comes to 

establishing positive player–coach relationships. Themes from this study also suggested 

that the gender of youth coaches could influence gender preference at the collegiate level. 

On the basis of these conclusions, the study has provided recommendations to current and 

former female student-athletes, athletic administrators, and women in the coaching 

industry to promote the elevation, retention, and successful inclusion of female head 

coaches in NCAA Division II athletics. Ultimately, many factors contribute to the gender 
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gap that has affected head coaches in intercollegiate athletics for more than four decades; 

however, the perspective of the student-athlete has often been ignored and can provide 

relevant information and strategies for addressing the low proportion of females in head 

coaching positions.  

 

  



GENDER PREFERENCES IN COLLEGE HEAD COACHES  73 
 

References 

2015-16 NCAA Division II Manual. (2015). Indianapolis, Indiana: National Collegiate 

Athletic Association. 

2018-19 NCAA Division I Manual. (2018). Indianapolis, Indiana: National Collegiate 

Athletic Association.  

Acosta, R. V., & Carpenter, L. J. (2012). Women in intercollegiate sport: A longitudinal, 

national study: Thirty-five year update, 1977-2012. Brooklyn College. 

Bass, B. M. (1985). Leadership and performance beyond expectations. New York: Free 

Press. 

Bass, B. M. (1999). Two decades of research and development in transformational 

leadership. European Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology, 8(1), 9-

32. 

Burns, J.M. (2004). Transforming leadership: a new pursuit of happiness. New York: 

Grove Press.   

Burke, S., & Collins, K.M. (2001). Gender differences in leadership styles and 

management skills. Women in Management Review, 16(5), 244-257.  

Creighton University. (2015). Dissertation in Practices Webinar. Retrieved from: 

 http://bit.ly/1DTnyxC 

Creswell, J. W. (1998). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five 

traditions. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Creswell, J. W. (2014). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods 

approaches. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Division II SCORE (2010). http://www.ncaa.org/about/resources/research/division-ii-

http://bit.ly/1DTnyxC
http://www.ncaa.org/about/resources/research/division-ii-score


GENDER PREFERENCES IN COLLEGE HEAD COACHES  74 
 

score 

Doubek, J. (2019). ‘We Don’t Have Enough Women In Power’: Notre Dame Coach 

Muffet McGraw Goes Viral. Retrieved from: 

https://www.npr.org/2019/04/06/710539614/we-don-t-have-enough-

women-in-power-notre-dame-coach-muffet-mcgraw-goes-viral 

Ernst & Young Global Limited. (2015). Where will you find your next leader?. EYGM 

Limited. 

Fasting, K., & Pfister, G. (2000). Female and male coaches in the eyes of female elite 

soccer players. European Physical Education Review, 91-110. 

Frey, M., Czech, D., Kent, R., & Johnson, R. (2006). An exploration of female athletes' 

experiences and perceptions of male and female coaches. Contemporary Sports 

Issues. Retrieved from http://thesportjournal.org/article/an-exploration-of-

female-athletes-experiences-and-perceptions-of-male-and-female-coaches/ 

Greenawalt, N. (2012). Modern sexism and preference for a coach among select National 

Collegiate Athletic Association Division I female student-athletes: A quantitative 

and qualitative analysis. Retrieved from 

https://dspace.iup.edu/bitstream/handle/2069/1870/Nancy%20Jo%20Greenawalt

%20%28ESU%29.pdf;sequence=1. 

Haselwood, D. (2003). Female athletes' perceptions of head coaches' communication 

competence: A descriptive investigation. Legacy ETDs. Paper 222. Retrieved 

from: http://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/etd_legacy/222 

Holmen, M., & Parkhouse, B. (1981). Trends in the selection of coaches for female 

athletes: A demographic inquiry. Research Quarterly for Exercise and Sport, 9-

http://www.ncaa.org/about/resources/research/division-ii-score
https://www.npr.org/2019/04/06/710539614/we-don-t-have-enough-women-in-power-notre-dame-coach-muffet-mcgraw-goes-viral
https://www.npr.org/2019/04/06/710539614/we-don-t-have-enough-women-in-power-notre-dame-coach-muffet-mcgraw-goes-viral


GENDER PREFERENCES IN COLLEGE HEAD COACHES  75 
 

18. 

Isidore, C. (2015). The best paid women’s coach is a man. Retrieved from 

http://money.cnn.com/2015/04/07/news/companies/best-paid-women-coach/ 

Jones, J. W., Neuman, G., Altmann, R., & Dreschler, B. (2001). Development of the 

sports performance inventory: A psychological measure of athletic potential. 

Journal of Business and Psychology, 15(3), 491-503. 

Kaiser, K. (2009). Protecting respondent confidentiality in qualitative research. 

Qualitative Health Research, 19(11), 1632–1641. 

http://doi.org/10.1177/1049732309350879 

Kamphoff, C., & Gill, D. (2008). Collegiate athletes’ perceptions of the coaching 

profession. International Journal of Sports Science & Coaching, 3(1), 55-72. 

Kilty, K. (2006). Women in coaching. The Sport Psychologist, 20, 222-234. 

Lapchick, R. (2015). The 2014 racial and Gender Report Card. The Institute for 

Diversity and Ethics in Sport. Retrieved from 

http://nebula.wsimg.com/308fbfef97c47edb705ff195306a2d50?AccessKeyId=D

AC3A56D8FB782449D2A&disposition=0&alloworigin=1Miller.  

P. S., Salmela, J. H., & G. K. (2002). Coaches’ perceived role in mentoring athletes. 

International Journal of Sport Psychology, 33(4), 410-430. Retrieved December 

16, 2015. 

Morse, J. M. (1994). Designing funded qualitative research. In Denizin, N. K. & Lincoln, 

Y. S., Handbook of qualitative research (2nd Ed). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

MAXQDA. (2017). What is MAXQDA? Retrieved from http://www.maxqda.com/what-

is-maxqda. 

http://www.maxqda.com/what-is-maxqda
http://www.maxqda.com/what-is-maxqda


GENDER PREFERENCES IN COLLEGE HEAD COACHES  76 
 

Messner, M.A., & Bozada-Deas, S. (2009). Separating the Men from the Moms. Gender 

& Society, 23(1), 49-71. 

NCAA. (2010). Division II life in the balance initiative: An overview of four proposals 

for the 2010 NCAA Convention. Retrieved from: 

http://fs.ncaa.org/Docs/di_champs_sports_mgmt_cab/2010/february%202010/Su

pp_5_Attach_DII_Proposals.pdf . 

NCAA. (2016). Division II partial-scholarship model. Retrieved from 

http://www.ncaa.org/about/division-ii-partial-scholarship-model. 

NCAA Division I. (2017). About NCAA Division I. Retrieved from 

http://www.ncaa.org/about?division=d1. 

NCAA Division II. (2017). About NCAA Division II. Retrieved from 

http://www.ncaa.org/about?division=d2. 

NCAA Division III. (2017). About NCAA Division III. Retrieved from 

http://www.ncaa.org/about?division=d3. 

Oregon Legislature Definition of Student-Athlete, c.1079 §1; 2001 c.300 §80; 2003 c.364 

§56; 2005 c.525 § (1999) Retrieved from 

https://www.oregonlaws.org/glossary/definition/student_athlete. 

Pastore, D. (1991). Male and female coaches of women's athletic teams: Reasons for 

entering and leaving the profession. Journal of Sport Management, 5(2), 128-

143. 

Pastore, D. L., Goldfine, B., & Riemer, H. A. (1996). NCAA college coaches and athletic 

administrative support. Journal of Sport Management, 10(4), 373-387. 

Pike, C. (2016). NCAA Division II Student-Athlete Advisory Committee. Retrieved from 

http://www.ncaa.org/about?division=d2


GENDER PREFERENCES IN COLLEGE HEAD COACHES  77 
 

http://www.ncaa.org/governance/committees/division-ii-student-athlete-

advisory-committee. 

Rhode, D. L., & Walker, C. J. (2008). Gender equity in college athletics: Women coaches 

as a case study. Stanford Journal of Civil Rights & Civil Liberties, 4(1), 1-50. 

Ruggio, R. (2009). Are you a transformational leader? Psychology Today. Retrieved from 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/cutting-edge-leadership/200903/are-

you-transformational-leader 

Sherman, N., & Hume, D. (2000). Why female athletes quit: Implications for coach 

education. Journal of Physical Education, Recreation & Dance, 8-8. 

Sokolowski, R. (1999). Introduction to Phenomenology. Cambridge University Press. 

Stangl, J. M., & Kane, M. J.  (1991). Structural variables that offer explanatory power for 

the underrepresentation of women coaches since Title IX: The case of 

homologous reproduction. Sociology of Sport Journal, 8, 47-60. 

Thompson, C., & Gregory, J.B. (2012). Managing Millennials: A framework for 

improving attraction, motivation, and retention. The Psychologist-Manager 

Journal, 15(4), 237-246. 

Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, 20 U.S.C. A§ 1681 Et. Seq. (1972) 

Welch, S., & Sigelman, L. (2007). Who’s calling the shots? Women coaches in Division I 

women’s sports. Social Science Quarterly, 1415-1434. 

Whiteside, K. (2019). Muffet McGraw Says She Won't Hire a Man on Her Coaching 

Staff. Let Her Tell You Why. Retrieved from 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/04/sports/womens-final-four-muffet-

mcgraw.html 



GENDER PREFERENCES IN COLLEGE HEAD COACHES  78 
 

Appendix A (Semi-structured Interview Script) 

Interview Protocol: Head Coach Gender Preference Among Former NCAA Division II 
Female Student-Athletes 
Time of Interview:  
Date:  
Place:  
Interviewer:  
Interviewee:  
Position of Interviewee:  
 
“Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for this research project on head coach 
gender preference of former female NCAA Division II student-athletes. Rest assured 
that your comments will remain confidential and anonymous. Thank you for signing 
and returning the consent form that was emailed to you in advance. You may take a 
break at any time you wish during this interview, which should last no longer than 60 
minutes.  
 
“Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You may choose not to 
answer specific questions and you can discontinue your participation at any time, no 
questions asked.  
 
“The information you provide is completely confidential. This means that nobody, 
including the researcher, the NCAA, your school, or your coach, will report your 
responses as coming from you, your team, or your school. All reported results will be 
in terms of sport trends or national averages; an individual’s response will never be 
reported in isolation. 
 
“Do you have any questions before we begin?” 
 
Questions: 

1. Are you a former NCAA Division II student-athlete? (Question addresses target 
sample population) 

2. Are you between the ages of 21 and 26 years old? (Question addresses target 
sample population) 

3. Were you a previous member of your institution’s Student-Athlete Advisory 
Committee? (Question addresses target sample population) 

4. How would you classify your ethnicity? (Question addresses target sample 
population) 

5. Which NCAA Division II sport(s) did you compete? (Question addresses target 
sample population) 

6. Which grade were you in when you began playing your sport? (Question 
addresses target sample population) 

7. Over the course of your playing career, approximately how many of your head 
coaches have been female and how many of your head coaches have been 
male? (Addresses Research Question #3) 
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8. Was your college head coach male or female (or did you have multiple head 
coaches in college)? (Addresses Research Question #3) 

9. How would you describe your role on your college team (e.g. starter or 
reserve)? (Question addresses target sample population) 

10. How would you describe your dedication to your sport (e.g. very dedicated, 
somewhat dedicated or not very dedicated)? Why? (Question addresses target 
sample population)  

11. Why were your teams more successful or unsuccessful with a male head coach 
or a female head coach? (Addresses Research Question #2 and #3) 

12. What were the coaching characteristics that made those teams and that head 
coach successful/unsuccessful? (Addresses Research Question #2 and #3) 

13. As you became more competitive in your sport, did you feel it was more 
important to have a male head coach or a female head coach? (If yes) Why did 
you believe so? (Addresses Research Question #2 and #3) 

14. How did your high school/youth head coach play a positive or negative role in 
your college recruitment? (Addresses Research Question #2 and #3) 

15. Do you believe that a male or female head coach would have put you in a better 
position to earn an athletic scholarship in college? If yes, why do you believe a 
male/female head coach would have put you in a better position to earn an 
athletic scholarship in college? (Addresses Research Question #1, #2 and #3) 

16. What has been the primary influence of a female head coach on your athletic 
career? (Addresses Research Question #2) 

17. What has been the primary influence of a male head coach on your athletic 
career? (Addresses Research Question #2) 

18. Did you connect better with a male or female head coach? Why did you 
connect that way? (Addresses Research Question #1 and #2) 

19. Did your team(s) share a closer relationship when playing for a male head 
coach or a female head coach? Why were your teams that way? (Addresses 
Research Question #1 and #2) 

20. Do you recall a time when there were gender barriers when playing for a male 
head coach? What do you remember about that? (Addresses Research Question 
#1 and #2) 

21. Regardless of gender, what is the most important quality that a head coach 
possesses? (Addresses Research Question #2) 

22. Would you rather play for a male head coach or a female head coach? Why? 
(Addresses Research Question #1) 

23. Is there is something more you’d like to add about playing for a male or female 
head coach that I have not asked? 

 
Additional questions for adding depth and breadth to the above questions: 
Would you expound on that? 
Tell me more. 
How would you describe that in a different way? 
I would like to hear more about that. 
Would you clarify that for me? 
What was the effect of that incident? 
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What were the consequences? 
What was your reaction to that behavior? 
Take me through your thought process during that time. 
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Appendix B (Pre-Interview Consent Form) 

Dear Former NCAA Division II student-Athlete, 
 
Thank you for your willingness to participate in this study focusing on head coach gender 
preferences and perceptions of former NCAA Division II female student-athletes. Your 
participation in this study is greatly appreciated. By agreeing to participate in this 
interview, you volunteered to participate in this study. Your participation in this study is 
completely voluntary. You may choose not to answer specific questions and you can 
discontinue your participation at any time, no questions asked.  
 
The information you provide is completely confidential. This means that nobody, 
including the researcher, the NCAA, your school, or your coach, will report your 
responses as coming from you, your team, or your school. All reported results will be in 
terms of sport trends or national averages; an individual’s response will never be reported 
in isolation. 
 
If you are under 18 years of age, or below the age of legal consent to participate in 
your state, you are excused from further participation in this research study. 
 
If you have questions regarding the study or the study’s procedures, please contact the 
study administrator, Joshua Looney, at 570/534-1839 or looney.joshua@gmail.com. 
Concerns regarding this questionnaire can also be directed to the Creighton University 
Interdisciplinary Ed.D. Program in Leadership at 866/717-6365 or online@creighton.edu. 
  
 

I agree to participate in this voluntary study 

Signed: 

Date: 

 

mailto:looney.joshua@gmail.com
mailto:online@creighton.edu
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