


'Race', Ethnicity and Racism in Sports
Coaching

In recent years there has been a steady increase in the racial and ethnic
diversity of the playing workforce in many sports around the world. How-
ever, there has been a minimal throughput of racial and ethnic minorities
into coaching and leadership positions. This book brings together leading
researchers from around the world to examine key questions around ‘race’,
ethnicity and racism in sports coaching.
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racism operate, and how they are experienced and addressed (or not) within
the socio-cultural sphere of sports coaching. Theoretically informed and
empirically grounded, it examines macro- (societal), meso- (organisational),
and micro- (individual) level barriers to racial and ethnic diversity as well as
the positive action initiatives designed to help overcome them. Featuring
multi-disciplinary perspectives, the book is arranged into three thematic sec-
tions, addressing the central topics of representation and racialised barriers in
sports coaching; racialised identities, diversity and intersectionality in sports
coaching; and formalised racial equality interventions in sports coaching.

Including case studies from across North America, Europe and Aus-
tralasia, ‘Race’, Ethnicity and Racism in Sports Coaching is essential reading for
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of sport, sport coaching, sport management, sport development, and ‘race’
and ethnicity studies.
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Introduction

Steven Bradbury, Jim Lusted and Jacco van
Sterkenburg

‘Race’, ethnicity and racism in sports coaching: the broader
context

The social and cultural arena of sport is often held up in popular public and
mediated discourse as an increasingly post-racial, meritocratic and egalitarian
space where ‘race’ no longer matters and where racial inequalities are a thing
of the past (Carrington, 2010; Hartmann, 2000; Van Sterkenburg et al.,
2019). Such assumptions draw heavily on the increased incidence of sport
performers from diverse racial, ethnic and cultural backgrounds, whose
participation in the playing tiers of some sports in many Western countries
has become comparable to or exceeded national racial population demo-
graphics (Bradbury et al, 2011; Lapchick, 2017; Watson et al., 2017). These
successful sporting endeavours are often posited as evidence of the inherent
inclusivity of sport and its assumed capacity to offer opportunities for
advancement for minoritised1 groups in ways which might be denied in
other areas of social and public life. However, these powerful (and power-
fully dominant) neo-liberalist narratives arguably promulgate the apolitical,
meritocratic and integrative myth of sporting modernity and overplay the
extent to which access to and experiences of sport are free from wider social,
cultural and economic limits and pressures. Such majoritarian stories and
related ‘melting pot idealism’ (Hylton, 2012: 30) also arguably underplay the
extent and ways in which the development, organisation and practice of
sport is informed by a series of historically inscribed and deeply racialised
power relations which are reflective of and reflect back on the societies in
which they take place (Andrews, 2002). More recently, however, an emer-
ging discourse – led by high-profile minoritised sporting figures – has begun
to problematise this de-racialised sporting idealism. This quote from Chris
Hughton, arguably the most successful black football manager in England,
illustrates such a position:

When I started my pathway, black players were often considered to be
good wingers, good players, but not captain or management material. It



has changed since then, which is pleasing, but we still have so far to go.
We [BAME managers] don’t want tokenism, but there needs to be a
transitional period that allows us an opportunity. The culture has to
change to allow good, worthy coaches to be associated with big clubs
and big organisations.

(quoted in Banerjee, 2018)

This more critical view of the role of ‘race’ in shaping sporting opportunities
is also slowly being taken up among political and policy circles too, with
recognition of an institutionalised basis of racism in sport – exemplified in a
policy recommendation from the European Commission against Racism and
Intolerance (ECRI):

Sport can be a powerful tool for promoting social cohesion and impor-
tant values, such as fair play, mutual respect and tolerance. But some-
times it is also an area in which racism and racial discrimination can
thrive……There is persuasive evidence that racism and racial dis-
crimination in sport goes beyond the individual or collective behaviour
of fans or isolated cases of racist gestures and remarks made, for exam-
ple, by athletes, coaches or club managers. In fact, institutional racism is
also at work in the field of sport.

(COE/ECRI, 2008)

From this more critical perspective, sport can be understood less as a natural
harbinger of meritocracy and equitable ‘race’ relations, and more as a dis-
tinctly ‘racial formation’ (Omi & Winant 2002) wherein a series of hier-
archical racialised structures, ideologies and practices have been created,
maintained and contested over time (Ansari, 2004; Carrington, 2010).

This is evident in the ways in which a multiplicity of individual, institu-
tional and structural racisms impinge upon and are generated in and through
the organisation and practice of sports – as implied by the quotes above
from Chris Hughton and ECRI. This happens both in explicit ways and in
subtle and less visible forms. The multi-dimensional and multi-levelled
character of these racisms, and related forms of racialised discrimination, has
also impacted in shaping the opportunities, experiences and outcomes of
different minoritised groups in different ways across a range of intersectional
indices and national contexts and with respect to different tiers of sport. In
this respect, as Hylton & Lawrence (2016: 2742) have argued:

Off field social rituals, the historical legacy of racial inequalities, failures in

practice and policy and racialised intolerance converge to create conditions,

across various sports, whereby white, able bodied, middle class, heterosexual

men are disproportionately advantaged to obtain and maintain status as play-

ers, coaches and administrators.
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Whilst over the last 40 years there has steadily developed a relatively
extensive body of academic work examining the complex and shifting rela-
tionship between ‘race’, ethnicity and sport, much of this academic inquiry
has focused on issues pertaining to the racialised identities and experiences
of minoritised athletes. In contrast, much less scholarly attention has been
paid to the under-researched field of racial diversity and sports coaching.
Where empirical research of this kind has been undertaken it has been
conducted in a fairly isolated way and has been largely limited in its focus
to professional and college sports in the US and more recently to profes-
sional football and amateur sports contexts in England and Europe. This
relatively disparate but overlapping body of scholarly work has been pub-
lished sporadically in peer-reviewed journals, as stand-alone book chapters
within edited collections, or referred to more generally in monographs
which focus on issues of ‘race’, ethnicity and sport, or socio-cultural
aspects of sport more broadly (e.g., Hassan & Acton, 2018; Hylton, 2009,
2018; Kilvington & Price, 2017; Lavoi, 2016; Ratna & Farooq Samie, 2018).
As a result, this field of study has tended to feel marginalised from and
peripheral to the more central empirical and analytical concerns of ‘race’
and sport scholars and of scholars examining broader equality and diver-
sity issues in sports coaching.

Nonetheless, where research of this kind has been undertaken, it has
alluded to the general under-representation of coaches from minoritised
backgrounds and patterns of occupational segregation in the coaching
workforce across a range of national and sporting contexts (Braddock et
al., 2012; Bradbury et al., 2018; Cunningham, 2010,; Day, 2015; Norman et
al., 2014; Lapchick, 2017). A number of scholars have argued these repre-
sentational disparities are underscored by a series of embedded racialised
barriers at the macro (societal), meso (organisational) and micro (indivi-
dual) level. For example, at the meso level, they have identified mono-
cultural processes and cultures within sports organisations and have
alluded to the ways in which practices of unconscious racial bias and the
operation of racially closed networks-based approaches to coach recruit-
ment have sustained patterns of ‘homologous reproduction’ within the
coaching workforce (Bradbury et al., 2018; Branham, 2008; Cunningham,
2010; Regan & Feagin, 2017; Sagas & Cunningham, 2005; Sartore & Cun-
ningham, 2006; Singer et al., 2010). Also, at the micro level, they have
drawn attention to the often inequitable interactional spaces of voluntary
and professional sports coaching environments where the existence and
application of racialised microaggressions, incivility and stereotyping has
problematised the actions and behaviours of some minoritised coaches
(and players) (Cunningham et al., 2012; Gearity & Henderson Metz-
ger,2017; Jowett & Frost, 2007; King, 2004; Khomutova, 2016; Zhang,
2017). Whilst scholarly work in this field has focused primarily on men’s
sports, recent studies have also extended theoretical and empirical analysis
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to identify and examine the intersectional experiences of racism amongst
minoritised women. In particular, these studies have alluded to the double
marginalisation of minoritised women from and within sports coaching
contexts across a range of professional, educational and more recreational
sports settings (Abney, 2007; Borland & Bruening, 2010; Bruening, 2005;
Carter-Francique & Olushola, 2016; Rankin-Wright et al., 2016, 2017,
2018). Taken together, this work has drawn attention to the myriad pro-
cesses and practices of racialised (and gendered) access and treatment dis-
crimination in sports coaching, and the deleterious impacts of these
constraints in limiting the pace and scope of career progression for min-
oritised coaches across a range of national and sporting contexts. Further,
the relative permanence of these racialised inequities in sports coaching
(and the mixed success of measures designed to address them) is argued by
some scholars to be underscored by the normative relational and defini-
tional power of hegemonic whiteness (and masculinity) embedded within
the senior decision-making tiers of sports organisations (Bradbury et al.,
2018; Hylton, 2018; Rankin-Wright et al., 2017). These racialised (and gen-
dered) power relations have arguably enabled institutional and intersec-
tional forms of racism to be effortlessly reproduced and perpetuated, and
for the dominant hegemonic structures and cultures which underpin them
to have remained unchallenged and unchanged over time. As a result,
many highly qualified and appropriately experienced minoritised coaches
have remained excluded from or have been positioned as ‘outsiders within’
the culturally narrow occupational marketplace of sports coaching.

About the book

This book is the first comprehensive collection of academic work focusing
specifically on issues of ‘race’, ethnicity and racism in sports coaching, and
aims to provide a timely and insightful scholarly contribution to this
relatively marginalised field of study in one volume. It also has a significant
degree of topicality, in the context of recent popular, mediated and academic
debates around the lack of racial diversity in the sports coaching workforce,
and growing calls for the implementation of positive action measures such as
the US National Football League (NFL) ‘Rooney Rule’ to redress this racia-
lised imbalance across a range of national and sporting contexts2. The book
also has a particular relevance for scholars and practitioners with an interest
in examining the relationship between racial diversity and operational effec-
tiveness in the sports coaching workplace, and with particular respect to
supporting the vocational development and career progression of minori-
tised coaches and players within these settings.

The book has an international scope and includes contributions from
authors from six countries (United States, Australia, New Zealand, Eng-
land, Belgium, Netherlands) across three continents (North America,
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Australasia, Europe). Whilst some of these authors discuss issues of racial
diversity and sports coaching at a transnational and continental level, in
other cases they focus on the experiences of minoritised coaches within
specific national boundaries. The book also has a strongly multi-dis-
ciplinary focus and includes contributions from authors working within a
range of academic disciplines, including; the sociology of sport, sport
pedagogy, sport psychology, sport management and critical legal and media
studies. As a result, the authors draw on and apply a range of distinct but
overlapping theoretical and conceptual approaches in their analysis,
including; Critical Race Theory, Cultural Studies, Social Dominance
Theory, Post Structuralism, Black Feminism, Intersectionality, Critical
Pedagogy, and Multi-Level Models of analysis.

The authors featured in this collection also draw on a range of quantita-
tive and more qualitative methodologies to provide a series of highly original
empirical findings which allude to the levels of representation and racialised
experiences of minoritised coaches and the broader national political and
sport policy landscapes within which they take place. Central to these
methodological approaches is the concerted efforts of some authors to
access, foreground and critically reflect on the experientially informed nar-
ratives of research participants drawn from dominant and marginalised eth-
nicities, in order to present a holistic and culturally considered account of
processes, events and outcomes. Such approaches also provide an important
mechanism through which to illuminate the voices and render visible the
historically subjugated testimonies of diverse minoritised groups whose
experiences have traditionally been excluded from dominant master narra-
tives on the realities and impacts of ‘race’ and racism across a range of soci-
etal and sporting contexts (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002; Hylton, 2005). In this
respect, the authors in this collection have been encouraged by the editorial
team to exercise an epistemologically and culturally reflexive approach to the
presentation and analysis of research findings, and to explicitly acknowledge
the ways in which their own racialised and gendered identities and social,
cultural and political positionality have impacted on the research process.
This is especially important given the diverse positions of research partici-
pants and authors and the commonalities and specificities of their experi-
ences across a range of national and sporting contexts. It is important that
we as editors also reflect on our own social, cultural and political position-
ality as three White Western European males each working in the distinctly
middle-class arena of academia in our respective countries of origin. In par-
ticular, in relation to the privileged space our own professional, racialised,
gendered and classed identities imbue with respect to reporting on rather
than being subject to the myriad racisms and racialised inequalities discussed
in this collection. As a result, throughout the editorial process and in rela-
tion to the production of our own chapters we have sought to reflect on the
ways in which such positioning might impact on the process of meaning
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making and knowledge production. In doing so, we argue that a theoretically
informed and lived engagement with the practice of critical and cultural
reflexivity is a useful epistemological tool through which to better consider
the self and the self in relation to others (Fletcher, 2014; Fletcher & Hylton,
2017; Frankenberg, 2004; Van Sterkenburg, 2011). In particular, it has
enabled us to broaden the diversity of discourses we draw upon to help
make sense of and better represent emergent experiential narratives in a
more culturally considered and balanced way. Such an approach squares
firmly with our scholarly commitment to make visible, challenge and disrupt
dominant forms of normative White privilege and to engage in work which
contributes to transformational social justice at a sporting and societal level.

The authors featured in this collection are drawn from a relatively diverse
but not fully representative range of racial, ethnic, cultural and gender
backgrounds: 11 are White men, four are White women, three are minori-
tised men, and two are minoritised women. The demographic make-up of
these authors is to some extent reflective of the comparative under-repre-
sentation of minoritised and women scholars in the White male dominated
field of sports studies more broadly and the study of ‘race’, ethnicity and
sport more specifically. This ‘diversity shortfall’ is also replicated in the
small but developing field of study into racial diversity in sports coaching,
especially in the countries which have formed the analytical foci of this
book. The inclusion of authors in this collection (as with edited collections
more broadly) is to some extent also informed by a set of more practical
considerations. In particular, the existing research priorities, availability and
willingness of authors to proactively respond to calls for contributions and
to deliver chapters on the topic under review in a timely fashion. In this
latter respect, it is hoped that the scholarly contributions which do feature in
this collection will act as an intellectual stimulus to scholars from a diverse
range of backgrounds to extend empirical and critical analysis in this
important field of study in the future and in ways which both supplement
and challenge the work featured herein.

Thematic overview of the book

This book features a variety of focused, overlapping and complementary
contributions which each has as its primary focus an examination of the
ways in which ‘race’, ethnicity and racism operate and are experienced
within the socio-cultural sphere of sports coaching. In each case, the authors
begin by outlining their own theoretical and methodological positioning
before drawing on relevant empirical data to offer an academically sub-
stantive account of the issues under review. The authors also provide some
clarification and justification for the use of their preferred terminological
classification to describe minoritised and majority populations. See the ear-
lier endnote in this chapter for our justification of the use of the term
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‘minoritised’ in both the Introduction and concluding chapter of this col-
lection. The authors (and editorial team) remain cognisant that categorisa-
tions of this kind which seek to capture the commonalities and specificities
of diverse racial and ethnic identities and their varied and overlapping
experiences remain conceptually limited and subject to contestation. This
task is made more difficult in the context of the myriad racial, ethnic and
cultural diversity of populations referred to in this collection and the distinct
national and sporting contexts in which their experiences have been ‘played
out’. As a result, the conceptually preferred terminologies utilised by
authors can be understood to be reflective of both dominant academic
discourses and the everyday nomenclature of research participants at specific
temporal moments, and to have significant practical utility for the interna-
tional readership of this collection in identifying commonalities and differ-
ences in experiences and outcomes across distinct socio-cultural and spatial
boundaries. Finally, the authors each provide some contextually considered
and culturally relevant policy-based and practical recommendations for
action for key stakeholders with respect to addressing racialised inequities in
sports coaching. These nationally and culturally specific recommendations
will be developed further in a more holistic way by the editors in the con-
cluding chapter.

The chapters featured in this collection are presented in the following
thematic way across three key sections; (i) Representation and racialised
barriers in sports coaching, (ii) Racialised identities, diversity and inter-
sectionality in sports coaching, and (iii) Formalised racial equality interven-
tions in sports coaching.

(i) Representation and racialised barriers in sports coaching

Chapter 1 is written by George B. Cunningham and provides a useful
overarching multi-level analysis of the key factors which have impacted in
maintaining the comparative under-representation of racial minorities in
coaching and leadership positions in US sports. In doing so, the chapter
draws on the author’s own extensive work and a range of related studies in
the field to identify and examine a series of racialised barriers at the macro
(societal), meso (organisational), and micro (individual) level of sports
coaching. This opening chapter has particular relevance and transferability in
outlining in a broad way many of the issues examined in a more contextually
focused and qualitatively detailed way by other authors featured in this col-
lection. For example, Chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5 extend Cunningham’s focus and
analysis to the study of ‘race’, ethnicity and racism in coaching in profes-
sional football in Europe. In each case, the authors identify similarly low
levels of representation of minoritised coaches across a range of national
contexts. Chapter 2 is written by Steven Bradbury and draws on more than
60 interviews with key football stakeholders in 15 countries and elite level
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minoritised coaches in England, France and the Netherlands. The author
identifies a series of key constraining factors which have limited opportu-
nities for the career progression of minoritised coaches from a diverse range
of racial, ethnic and cultural backgrounds across the transition from playing
to coaching in professional football. In particular, the author alludes to the
existence and application of racisms and racial stereotypes and the reliance
on networks-based approaches to coach recruitment as primary factors
underpinning ongoing racialised inequities in the senior echelons of the
professional game in Europe. Chapter 3 is written by Chris Heim, Joris

Corthouts and Jeroen Scheerder and provides an original and insightful
statistical analysis of the representation of North African, Sub-Saharan
African and other ‘visible’ minoritised coaches in professional football in
Belgium. The authors locate these empirical findings within the broader
context of the interconnection between ‘race’, ethnicity and football in Bel-
gian society, and draw on Social Dominance Theory to argue that the under-
representation of minoritised coaches is underscored and preserved by a
series of hierarchy enhancing legitimising myths at a societal and sporting
level. Chapter 4 is written by Jacco van Sterkenburg and also provides
original empirical data pertaining to the under-representation and lack of
throughput of minoritised coaches into the elite tiers of professional football
in the Netherlands. The author also draws on the experiential narratives and
sometimes contrasting perceptions of ten minoritised coaches from a diverse
range of racial, ethnic and cultural backgrounds to identify and examine
some key explanatory factors in this respect. In doing so, the author alludes
to implicit mechanisms of racial and ethnic inclusion and exclusion, the
inclusivity and exclusivity of networks, the role of stereotypes and lack of
minoritised coach role models, and the operation of whiteness and pressures
on minoritised coaches to ‘play down’ oppositional racial and ethnic iden-
tities in the Dutch professional football context. Chapter 5 is written by
Daniel Kilvington and extends his extensive prior work with British Asian
players to examine the racialised experiences of British Asian coaches in
professional and amateur football in England. Drawing on interview data
with four British Asian coaches, Kilvington alludes to the existence of overt
and inferential racisms, cultural and body stereotypes, racially closed
networks, and a lack of British Asian coach role models as key factors which
have contributed to and sustained the extended marginalisation of British
Asian coaches beyond that of other (Black) minoritised groups with stronger
prior playing capital in English football. The qualitative contributions
of Kilvington (Chapter 5), Van Sterkenburg (Chapter 4) and Bradbury
(Chapter 2) are each informed by and draw on the key methodological and
theoretical tenets of Critical Race Theory. In particular, as a means through
which to foreground and ‘make heard’ the marginalised voices of minori-
tised coaches and to locate these experiential narratives within a theoretical
framework which centralises ‘race’ and racism in its analysis, critiques
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notions of meritocracy, objectivity and race neutrality, and recognises and
seeks to disrupt the normative power of hegemonic whiteness in societal and
sporting contexts.

(ii) Racialised identities, diversity and intersectionality in sports coaching

Chapters 6 and 7 shift attention to the relationship between racial diversity
and practices of sports coaching in Australian contexts and with particular
respect to the experiences and impacts on players from newly settled and
indigenous backgrounds. Chapter 6 is written by Brent McDonald and
Ramón Spaaij and draws attention to discourses of racialisation embedded in
processes of talent identification and selection practices in professional sports
coaching contexts in Australia. In particular, the authors allude to the residual
embeddedness of pseudo-scientific ideas and practices which draw ‘unpro-
blematically’ on notions of biological reductionism and ‘race logic’ to inform
the targeted recruitment of ‘natural athletes’ from (some, but not other) min-
oritised backgrounds. In doing so, the authors draw on Critical Race Theory
to argue that the resultant recolonisation of racialised bodies is informed by
patterns of White privilege within sports science and sports coaching contexts
and that its effects are apparent at the organisational, inter-personal and
embodied level of sports. Chapter 7 is written by Richard Light and John

Evans and draws on extensive life history interviews with 16 indigenous Aus-
tralian athletes to identify and examine their experiential journeys from local
community sport to playing and being coached at a professional level in
Australian Rugby League and Australian Rules Football. The authors draw on
the theoretical framework of critical pedagogy and the work of Paolo Freire to
argue that the early youthful experiences of these players in relation to
‘learning’ these games were markedly different from their adolescent and adult
experiences within more formalised and regulated sports coaching contexts.
The authors conclude that dominant ‘banking’ approaches to sports coaching
objectify and dehumanise learners and learning and can have particular
implications for Aboriginal players in underplaying the role of sport as an
important form of Aboriginal cultural practice and in limiting opportunities
for freedom of physical and cultural expression. Chapters 8, 9 and 10 explore
issues of identity construction and negotiation across key intersectional indi-
ces of ‘race’, ethnicity and gender. Chapter 8 is written by Alexandra J.

Rankin-Wright and Kevin Hylton and begins by drawing attention to the
dominance of White masculine discourses within sports related research and
the consequent silencing of the voices and experiences of black women.
Drawing on key tenets of Critical Race Theory and Black Feminism the
authors argue for the need for a stronger intersectional analysis of ‘race’, eth-
nicity and gender within sports coaching research which supplements and
challenges previously established epistemologies, methodologies and theore-
tical perspectives. In doing so, the authors also draw on the experiential
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narratives of black women coaches in the UK to examine and elucidate the
complexities of their intersectional experiences of inclusion and exclusion and
double marginalisation in grassroots and professional sports coaching con-
texts. Chapter 9 is written by Joyce Olushola-Ogunrinde and Akilah Carter-

Francique and extends discussion of the intersections of ‘race’, ethnicity and
gender in sports coaching to intercollegiate sports in the US. In particular, the
authors draw on key tenets of Critical Race Theory and Crenshaw’s Inter-
sectionality framework to identify and analyse the structural, representational
and political challenges experienced by Black women and men coaches in
these settings. In doing so, the authors provide significant insights into the
ways in which gendered and racialised processes of access and treatment dis-
crimination have impacted on shaping the career pathways and experiences of
Black women and men coaches in subtly different and overlapping ways.
Chapter 10 is written by Annelies Knoppers and Donna de Haan and
explores how the employment of transnational coaches in sports might
contribute to intersectional social processes which disrupt, challenge and
reinforce dominant ideologies of race, ethnicity and gender in host countries.
The authors draw on poststructuralist theory to argue that social fields such as
sports coaching are both socially constructed and constituted by dominant
discourses of whiteness, heteronormativity and masculinity which privilege
the notion of White male expertise and marginalise other gendered and
racialised identities. The authors also review the strengths and limitations of
existing scholarly work examining the experiences of and discourses around
transnational coaches, before outlining how new and alternative theoretical
and conceptual approaches which prioritise an examination of power,
intersectionality and translocational positionality might enrich scholarship in
this field.

(iii) Formalised racial equality interventions in sports coaching

Chapters 11, 12 and 13 outline and evaluate the legislative development,
operational effectiveness and measurable impacts of positive action inter-
ventions designed to address racialised inequalities in sports coaching.
Chapter 11 is written by N. Jeremi Duru and begins by identifying racia-
lised inequities in the coaching tiers of the US NFL at the turn of the 21st

century, before examining the inadequacies of the legal system in failing to
address the disparate treatment of and disparate impacts on coaches of
colour in these settings. The author then provides an insightful account of
the development and effectuation of the ‘Rooney Rule’ as an alternative
extra-legal solution designed to ensure a diverse candidate slate and
increase the likelihood of selection and recruitment of coaches of colour in
the NFL. The author concludes by alluding to the diversity gains engen-
dered by the ‘Rooney Rule’ and its potential and realised effectiveness as a
creative non-legal formula for selection and recruitment for other sporting
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and non-sporting organisations. Chapter 12 is written by Sophie Cowell

and extends Duru’s legal analysis to examine the development and imple-
mentation of the English Football League (EFL) Voluntary Code of Coach
Recruitment, which requires professional clubs to interview at least one
Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) candidate for emergent coach-
ing positions at first team level. The author argues that the legislative
development of the ‘code’ can be understood as a form of reflexive reg-
ulation which allows employers to engage in permissive positive actions as
defined by the 2010 UK Equality Act in order to redress historical repre-
sentational disadvantages across a range of social fields, including in sports
coaching. However, the author continues that the lack of appropriate con-
sultation, monitoring, or financial sanctions for non-compliance has meant
that the operational implementation of the ‘code’ has remained piecemeal
and that its effectiveness in increasing the representation of BAME coaches
has been limited. Chapter 13 is written by Dominic Conricode and Steven

Bradbury and draws on survey data and interviews with 35 youth academy
managers, key stakeholders, and BAME coaches to examine the imple-
mentation of the EFL mandatory code of coach recruitment which is
focused at the youth academy level of professional football clubs in Eng-
land. In doing so, they allude to the extent and ways in which the opera-
tional implementation and effectiveness of the ‘code’ has been enabled or
constrained by the ‘race-conscious’ or ‘race-neutral’ attitudinal approaches of
key decision-making personnel at club youth academies to issues of equal-
ity and diversity management. In doing so, the authors draw on Critical
Race Theory to argue that liberalism alone is not enough to address deeply
embedded forms of institutional racism and that colour-blind ideologies
tend to sustain rather than redress patterns of racialised disadvantage in
sports coaching and other societal settings.

The final concluding chapter (Chapter 14) is written by the editorial team
of Jim Lusted, Steven Bradbury and Jacco van Sterkenburg and begins by
outlining some potential priorities for future research into the field of ‘race’
ethnicity and racism in sports coaching. In doing so, they draw on the work
of Cunningham to call for a multi-level analysis in proposing future research
which considers the complex interplay between the macro (societal), meso
(organisational) and micro (individual) level of racialised relations in sports
coaching. The authors also draw together the key recommendations from
the chapters in this collection to outline some prospective priorities for
addressing racialised inequalities and establishing a more diverse and
equitable environment in sports coaching. In doing so, they call on key sta-
keholders in sports to develop and implement a multi-level and holistic
approach, incorporating; robust policy interventions, education and training
programmes, and enhanced opportunities for networking and the develop-
ment of social capital amongst minoritised sports coaches.
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Notes

1 The term ‘minoritised’ is used in this chapter to reflect an understanding of ‘min-
ority status’ as a socially constructed process (rather than as an entity) which takes
place in specific social, economic and political contexts over time and which has
resulted in ‘minoritised groups’ having less power or representation compared to
other (White) groups in society. A further discussion of terminology used by
authors across the book is provided in the thematic overview section of this
chapter.

2 The ‘Rooney Rule’ is a ‘consideration forcing’ mechanism of coach recruitment
which was first implemented at the policy level by the US National Football
League (NFL) in 2003. It mandates that all NFL clubs interview at least one min-
ority candidate upon the vacancy of a head coach position or be subject to a sig-
nificant monetary fine. The development, implementation and effectiveness of the
‘Rooney Rule’ is discussed in detail by Duru in Chapter 11 of this collection, and
its applicability to a range of other national and sporting contexts is elaborated on
further by a range of authors throughout this collection.
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Part I

Representation and racialised
barriers in sports coaching





Chapter 1

The under-representation of racial
minorities in coaching and
leadership positions in the United
States

George B. Cunningham

Introduction

Racial minorities1 in the US have a history of facing stereotypes, prejudice,
and discrimination—a pattern that continues today. The result is differential
access to quality education (Carter et al., 2017), health disparities (Edberg et
al., 2017), limited housing opportunities (Sadler & Lafreniere, 2017), and
high rates of incarceration (Peffley et al., 2017), among other ills. Add to this
list limited opportunities for meaningful work or the chance to assume lea-
dership positions. The following statistic perhaps best illustrates the perva-
siveness of bias in the American workplace: there have only been 15 African
American chief executive officers in the entire history of the Fortune 500
(McGirt, 2016). Thus, even though racial minorities make up about 39 per-
cent of the US population—a figure demographers expect to grow to 55.7
percent by 2060 (Vespa et al., 2018)—their access and opportunities to work
pale in comparison to those of Whites. This is the case for leadership posi-
tions and access to work in general, where unemployment rates for racial
minorities is higher than for Whites.

The sport world tells a different story, though the ending is the same.
In Figure 1.1, I show the representation of players, assistant coaches,
and head coaches across various North American leagues. With the
exception of Major League Baseball, the proportion of racial minorities
players far outpaces that of racial minority assistant coaches or head
coaches. Among National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA)
women’s basketball programs, racial minorities are nearly 4 times more
likely to be players than they are to serve as a head coach. This pattern,
which is evident among most professional and collegiate sport leagues,
signals that racial minorities have opportunities on the court or field,
but not in leadership roles. The trend persists despite the fact that most
coaches were former players (Cunningham & Sagas, 2002), and players
represent the most viable pool of potential assistant coaches (Everhart &
Chelladurai, 1998).



As shown in Figure 1.1, as the prestige and power of the coaching position
increases, the proportion of racial minorities decreases. In Major League Base-
ball, for example, racial minorities are 3.5 times more likely to hold an assistant
coach position, relative to serving as manager (head coach). This pattern is the
same for every sport league considered in Figure 1.1. Even among NCAA
men’s basketball teams, which has the highest proportion of racial minority
assistant coaches (55.9 percent), racial minorities are only half as likely to be a
head coach (24.2 percent). Other researchers have shown that, among assistant
coaches of American football teams, Whites are most likely to hold the highest
paying and more powerful roles (coordinators), while racial minorities are more
likely to hold more peripheral roles (Cunningham & Bopp, 2010).

Coaching is not the only occupation where racial minorities face access dis-
crimination. In Figure 1.2, I show the proportion of racial minorities in admin-
istrative roles across North American sport leagues. Unlike coaching, where
former players are the most viable potential pool of applicants, sport organiza-
tion leaders need not have previous playing experience to secure a position. As
such, the proportion of racial minorities in the US population (39.1 percent;
Vespa et al., 2018) serves as an apt point of comparison. The data show that in
every league, Whites occupy a greater proportion of top administrative roles
than their proportion in the US population would predict. With Major League
Baseball, racial minorities are about a third less likely to hold an administrative
position than would their proportion in the US population predict.

The aforementioned data point to evidence of what Greenhaus et al. (1990)
refer to as access discrimination, or the limited access to positions, careers, or

MLB NBA NCAA FB NCAA MBB NCAA WBB NFL MLS WNBA
Players 42.5% 80.7% 63.3% 74.8% 73.0% 72.6% 53.8% 85.4%

Asst Coaches 45.9% 45.7% 24.6% 55.9% 52.9% 31.3% 25.9% 53.8%

Head Coaches 13.3% 30.0% 16.5% 24.2% 19.4% 25.0% 18.2% 41.7%
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Figure 1.1 Representation of Racial Minority Coaches and Players in US Sport Organizations

Notes. Data for professional leagues from 2017 season. Data from NCAA for 2016–2017
season. Data gathered from The Institute for Diversity and Ethics in Sport (www.tidesport.
org) and NCAA Sport Sponsorship, Participation, and Demographics Research (http://
web1.ncaa.org/rgdSearch/exec/main). MLB = Major League Baseball. NBA = National Bas-
ketball Association. NCAA = National Collegiate Athletic Association. FB = American
football. MBB = Men’s basketball. WBB = Women’s basketball. NFL = National Football
League. MLS = Major League Soccer. WNBA = Women’s National Basketball Association.
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academic tracks among members of a social group. Discrimination can also
take the form of treatment discrimination, whereby members of a social
group receive fewer opportunities and are treated poorer than they would
otherwise deserve based on their work performance (Greenhaus et al., 1990).
Treatment discrimination can take many forms, including differences in pay,
quality of work, opportunities for promotion, professional development, and
the like. For instance, data from the US Census Bureau show that most racial
minorities earn but a fraction of what Whites do, and the differences are par-
ticularly striking among racial minority women (Kochhar & Cilluffo, 2018).
Asians earn, on average, more than Whites, but this group also has the
within-group income inequality (Kochhar & Cilluffo, 2018).

A number of researchers have pointed to evidence of treatment discrimination
in the sport world. For instance, Bradbury et al. (2018) conducted a qualitative
study of 40 racial minority soccer coaches in England, the Netherlands, and
France. The coaches relayed a number of instances of treatment discrimination,
including (a) poor experiences in coaching education, incidences of ostracism and
racism, and (b) feelings of exclusion from important social networks. In other
cases, decision makers hold African Americans to a higher standard than
Whites, and these expectations affect dismissal rates (Madden, 2004; Madden &
Ruther, 2009). Coaches and people working in sport are not the only ones affec-
ted by treatment discrimination: racial minority athletes expect to encounter
discrimination if they become coaches (Kamphoff & Gill, 2008)—something
ostensibly due to their observation of those working in sport now.

Collectively, the research evidence suggests racial minorities face dis-
crimination in the US, in general, and in sport, specifically. The resultant

MLB NBA NCAA NFL MLS WNBA US Population

Administrators 13.3% 20.0% 16.8% 19.0% 18.2% 27.3% 39.1%
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Figure 1.2 Representation of Racial Minorities in Administrative Roles in US Sport Organizations

Notes. Data for professional leagues from 2017 season. Data from NCAA for 2016–2017
season. Data gathered from The Institute for Diversity and Ethics in Sport (www.tidesport.
org) and NCAA Sport Sponsorship, Participation, and Demographics Research (http://web1.
ncaa.org/rgdSearch/exec/main). MLB = Major League Baseball. NBA = National Basketball
Association. NCAA = National Collegiate Athletic Association. NFL = National Football
League. MLS = Major League Soccer. WNBA = Women’s National Basketball Association.
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question is: why? In the following space, I draw from my previous work (Cun-
ningham, 2010, 2012, 2019) to offer a multilevel explanation. Multilevel models
make explicit the societal (macro-level), organizational and group influences
(meso-level), and individual factors (micro-level) that can shape access to and
experiences in sport. When scholars and practitioners fail to consider factors at
multiple levels of analysis, they necessarily take for granted elements that could
influence the phenomenon of interest (Dixon & Cunningham, 2006).

Multilevel model explaining the under-representation of racial
minorities in sport

Macro-level factors

Macro-level factors are those operating at the societal level of analysis. In the
current model, I focus on institutional racism, political climate, and stake-
holder expectations.

Institutional racism

From a critical race theory perspective, racism is embedded deeply in
society—it is endemic (Hylton, 2009). Theorists argue that racism is enme-
shed within the cultural fabric of society, intertwined with prevailing norms
and values (see Cobb & Russell, 2015). From this perspective, major societal
institutions, including educational systems, religious institutions, the legal
system, and sport, among others, are tinged with racist ideals. As a result,
Whites enjoy privilege, power, and status within these institutions, and the
cultural arrangements are such that the ideals and norms perpetuate the
status quo—that is, racial minorities’ subjugation.

These principles are applicable to the business sector (Feagin, 2006) and people
who work in sport and physical activity (Hylton, 2012). Feagin for instance, cri-
tiqued capitalism in the US, suggesting that it “has been, from the beginning, a white-

crafted and white oriented economic system imbedded in white-made business laws”

(Feagin 2006: 198). Similar critiques are applicable for sport organizations in the
US—entities steeped in the capitalistic model. That is, sport organizations are
largely White owned and operated, are situated within a capitalist economic
model, and frequently operate in ways that privilege those in power (i.e., Whites)
while subjugating others (i.e., racial minorities). Further, when activities and
practices are institutionalized, they become solidified and resistant to change.
New members into that system are socialized to consider the practices as legit-
imate (Washington & Patterson, 2011); consequently, the activities, beliefs, and
policies that privilege some groups over others become perpetuated. When it
comes to institutional racism, systems and arrangements of oppression remain,
hurting racial minorities’ opportunities and experiences in the sport context.
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Political climate

The political climate can also affect access and opportunities. Political attitudes
and policies can affect a number of sport and physical activity outcomes, including
funding for people to be active (Harris & Adams, 2016; Nassif & Amara, 2015)
and resources to reduce the incidence of health disparities (Bourgois et al., 2017).
The political climate can also influence diversity-related activities and people’s
attitudes toward them. Examples include attitudes toward affirmative action
(Sidanius et al., 1996), efforts aimed to promote social justice (Leath & Chavous,
2017), and educational opportunities (Hess &McAvoy, 2014), among others.

The political climate can influence sport organizations and employment deci-
sions through the enactment of employment laws. A number of major laws
aimed at enhancing opportunities and ending employment discrimination in the
US (e.g., Civil Rights Act of 1964, Voting Rights Act of 1965) were passed in the
1960s under the Democratic leadership of Lyndon Johnson. The president
worked closely with civil rights leaders, including Martin Luther King, Jr., to
craft the laws. In addition to influencing the type of laws passed, the political cli-
mate influences the enforcement of diversity laws. Marshall (2005), for example,
showed that liberal political leadership more stringently administers diversity-
related laws and fair labor practices, relative to when conservatives are in office
(see also Cunningham & Benavides-Espinoza, 2008). This scholarship provides
evidence for the notion that racial minorities’ access to jobs and their experiences
in those roles can be influenced by the political climate in the region or country.

Stakeholder expectations

According to Clarkson (1995), stakeholders are constituents who have an
interest or stake in the organization. They can be internal to the sport orga-
nization, such as players, coaches, and administrators, or external to it,
including donors, fans, former students, and so on. Depending on the sta-
keholder management approach decision makers adopt, stakeholder input
has the potential to shape organizational processes and outcomes.

In intercollegiate athletic departments in the US, alumni and donors—the
majority of whom are White—provide financial support to the institutions. The
support is considerable, to the tune of 14 percent of the budget for major athletic
programs (Fulks, 2014), resulting in an average of $8.7 million annually. Given
their considerable financial support, these stakeholders have tremendous influ-
ence on the operations of the athletic department, including who is hired and who
is not. In many cases, the hiring decisions focus, at least in part, on coaches with
whom the financial stakeholders can identify. Michael Rosenberg (2004) of the
Detroit Free Press noted:

It is largely about money. It is about a face to show the alumni, espe-
cially the ones with big wallets. College coaches don’t just coach; they
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are, in many ways, the public faces of their schools. And if the big
donors don’t like a coach because of his weight/accent/skin color,
schools will stay away.

Noted racial activist Richard Lapchick drew similar conclusions:

I have had discussions with people in searches for coaches and athletic
directors that the final decision was made to hire a White male because
they were afraid their alumni, who also happen to be strong boosters of
the football program, would not contribute nearly as much or as readily
to an African American athletic director or football coach.

(as cited in Wong, 2002: 1)

The quotations illustrate that financial supporters of athletic departments,
most of whom are White men, want to identify with key decision makers
and athletic coaches. Further, racial similarity among the coach, alumni, and
boosters can help spur perceptions of fit and identification among the parties
involved (Stewart & Garcia-Prieto Sol, 2008). On the other hand, the lack of
fit among athletic administrators and coaches, and the financial stakeholders,
can affect hiring decisions. The end result is a preference for Whites and
men (see also Cunningham & Sagas, 2005; Sartore & Cunningham, 2006).

Meso-level factors

Meso-level factors are those operating at the organizational or intergroup
levels. These include bias in decision making, organizational culture, and
diversity policies.

Bias in decision making

Bias takes three forms (Cuddy et al., 2008). First are stereotypes, which are
in the cognitive domain and represent “the traits that we view as characteristic

of social groups, or individual members of those groups, and particularly those that

differentiate groups from each other” (Stangor, 2009: 2). Prejudice, which is in
the attitudinal or affective domain, is the second form of bias and reflects a
differential evaluation of a person or social group based on group member-
ship (Brewer, 2007; Crandall et al., 2002). Finally, discrimination is in the
behavioral domain and “comes about only when we deny to individuals or groups

equality of treatment” (Allport, 1954: 51). Each can influence the under-repre-
sentation of racial minorities in coaching and leadership positions. As I dis-
cussed access and treatment discrimination in previous sections, I focus the
current discussion on stereotypes and prejudice.

Social psychologists have shown that people frequently develop stereotypes
about typical leaders and who should hold these roles (Lord & Maher, 1991).
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These cognitions help to shape who decision makers consider a good fit for the
position. In some cases, the leadership stereotypes are racialized (Rosette et al.,
2008), and in the US, this means thatWhites are privileged in the decision-making
process. Consider, for example, that people consistently see Whites in key lea-
dership roles. This pattern holds for chief executives, presidents, athletic direc-
tors, and other leaders. As a result, people are socialized to link cognitively
leadership with beingWhite. Consistent with this perspective, Rosette et al. (2008)
found that people considered being White as a prototype for business leaders,
though they did not hold the same associations for employees holding other roles
in the organization. The conditioning also meant that study participants con-
sidered Whites as more effective leaders than racial minorities. This linkage was
especially strong when organizational success was attributed to the leader.

Borland & Bruening (2010) observed as much in sport, too. They conducted
interviews with African American women who coached in the NCAA. The
interviewees noted that stereotypes limited their career advancement, as deci-
sion makers saw the coaches as best suited for recruiting roles instead of leading
a team. Sartore & Cunningham (2006) zconducted an experimental study and
observed that people relied on sport-related and racial stereotypes when
making coaching hiring recommendations. Welty Peachey et al. (2015) also
noted the prevalence of stereotypes in their review of the leadership literature.
The authors wrote, “as a result of the dominant influence of White, able-bodied,

heterosexual men in sport leadership, women and other minority groups are negatively

affected by stereotypes of what is deemed acceptable sport leadership at all levels of the

leadership process” (Welty Peachey, 2015: 581). The data in Figures 1.1 and 1.2
offer strong support for these contentions.

Prejudice represents the second dimension of bias, and researchers have shown
that it can negatively influence the quality of work people experience. For exam-
ple, Jones et al. (2017) conducted a large-scale study to understand the influence of
racism on people’s work. The authors found that this form of prejudice was
associated with felt discrimination and bias in performance appraisals, among
other outcomes. More implicit forms of racism can also impact people’s work;
implicit racism is associated with help provided to others (Pearson et al., 2009).

The sport world is not immune from racism’s effects. Cunningham et al.
(2006) conducted a study of NCAA assistant football and men’s basketball
coaches, asking about their experiences in the sport and career expectations.
Racial minorities in the study indicated that racism limited their opportunities
in the field. The pattern was especially strong among football coaches. Foot-
ball is also a sport where Whites hold most of the powerful assistant positions
(Cunningham & Bopp, 2010) and head coaching roles (see Figure 1.1).

Organizational culture

Another meso-level factor that can affect racial minorities’ opportunities and
experiences is the culture of the workplace. According to Schein (2004),
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organizational culture represents “a pattern of shared basic assumptions … that

has worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new

members as the correct ways to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those pro-

blems” (Schein, 2004: 17). The culture of a sport organization sends a signal
as to what is important, who has power, and who can be successful. Orga-
nizational cultures of inclusion are those where all employees have the
chance to thrive, irrespective of their personal demographics (Doherty &
Chelladurai, 1999; Fink & Pastore, 1999). In these cultures, people can
express identities important to them, including their racial identity, and they
also feel a sense of connection to the organization (Shore et al., 2011).

Illustrative of organizational culture’s importance, McKay et al. (2007)
conducted a study of thousands of managers in the US. They asked the
participants about the diversity culture at their work and their workplace
attitudes. As expected, a pro-diversity workplace culture was associated with
stronger commitment and lower turnover intentions, and the patterns were
especially strong for African Americans. Importantly though, the significant
patterns held for all employees, signaling that an inclusive environment
benefits all in the workplace. In a similar analysis, McKay et al. (2008) found
that a pro-diversity culture also helped employee performance. As with the
previous study, the findings were significant for all races but were especially
strong among African Americans.

If pro-diversity workplace cultures are beneficial for employees and espe-
cially racial minorities, the opposite is also the case: cultures of similarity
hurt employee workplace connection and performance. Bradbury (2013)
argued as much in his analysis of the under-representation of soccer coaches
in Europe. He argued that “the ‘invisible centrality of whiteness’ embedded within

the senior organizational tiers of the game” (Bradbury, 2013: 299) served to
restrict the progression of racial minorities in the sport (see also Rankin-
Wright et al., 2016). Other researchers have shown that the detriments of
exclusive cultures hurt those outside the organization, too, including poten-
tial job applicants (Lee & Cunningham, 2015) and racial minority consumers
(Santucci et al., 2014).

As a final note on organizational culture, there is evidence that an inclu-
sive culture can enhance organizational performance, especially when cou-
pled with a diverse workforce. Cunningham (2009a) collected data from US
athletic departments, asking them about their organizational culture, char-
acteristics of the workforce, and other workplace characteristics. He found
that an inclusive culture interacted with racial diversity of the staff to predict
objective measures of performance (wins and losses of athletic teams). These
findings are consistent with other studies showing that inclusiveness, when
coupled with employee diversity, is associated with a variety of desired work
outcomes (Cunningham, 2011a, 2011b, 2015; Cunningham & Melton, 2014;
Singer & Cunningham, 2012).
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Organizational policies

In some respects, organizational policies are subsumed under the larger
umbrella of organizational culture. However, there is also evidence that
inclusive-focused policies can have a unique effect on the attraction and
retention of racial minorities in coaching and leadership positions.
Examples include when sport organizations enact policies related to
hiring, promotions, performance appraisals, and professional develop-
ment that potentially influence the experiences and opportunities of
racial minorities.

One of the more famous diversity-related policies in the US is the
National Football League’s (NFL) Rooney Rule. The league had a history of
poor representation of racial minorities in coaching positions, so in 2003,
enacted the Rooney Rule. The policy requires teams to interview at least one
racial minority when it is hiring a new head coach. The NFL recently
expanded the policy to also include senior-level administrative positions.
DuBois (2015) empirically analyzed the effects of the policy to examine whe-
ther it impacted racial diversity in the league. She identified naturally occur-
ring control conditions in the way of college football teams, as the NCAA
does not have such policies in place. In doing so, she was able to rule out
potential societal or industry changes that could have influenced the hiring
rates; that is, if societal changes alone explained the changes in hiring, their
influence would occur in both settings. On the other hand, if the Rooney
Rule was the key driver of change, then greater diversity gains would occur
in the NFL than in the NCAA. DuBois’ analyses showed that the Rooney
Rule did, in fact, positively influence the proportion of racial minority coa-
ches. Relative to the comparisons, racial minorities were 19–21 percent more
likely to fill a head coaching position in the NFL after the Rooney Rule went
into effect. Recognizing the potential of hiring-focused diversity policies and
the effectiveness of the Rooney Rule, in 2018, the English Football Associa-
tion started using a similar approach for the selection of national team coa-
ches and administrators (English Soccer, 2018).

Micro-level factors

Finally, micro-level factors are those specific to the individual. Importantly,
a focus on the individual does not equate to a “blame the victim”

approach, as some diversity scholars have suggested in other contexts
(Knoppers, 1987). Rather, the micro-level examination is consistent with
multilevel modeling (see also McLeroy et al., 1988; Kozlowski & Klein,
2000) and recognizes that meso- and macro-level factors can influence the
individual. As an example, Assari et al. (2017) found that experiences with
discrimination (a meso-level factor) negatively affected African Americans’
health (a micro-level factor) even a decade later, and the pattern was
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especially strong for men. In the sports world, researchers have shown that
intercollegiate athletes are aware of the racism deeply rooted in coaching (a
macro-level factor) and adjust their expectations for the coaching profes-
sion accordingly (a micro-level factor; Cunningham, 2003; Cunningham &
Singer, 2010; Kamphoff & Gill, 2008). Thus, differences between (say) racial
minorities and Whites in their attitudes or behaviors is not due to innate
differences between the social groups but, instead, the result of varying
organizational, intergroup, and societal-level influences. In the current
chapter, I focus on three micro-level factors: capital investments, personal
identity, and self-limiting behaviors.

Capital investments

People make investments in their career, beyond those of the monetary
nature. Researchers have generally classified them in two categories: human
capital and social capital (Becker, 1993; Coleman, 1986). Human capital
investments are related to people’s education, experience, the different roles
they have held, and so on. Social capital investments include people’s social
networks. Scholars consider how many people are in the social network,
where those connections are, the quality of the connections—all of which
can influence access to information, support from others, and career advo-
cacy. In general, as human and social capital investments increase, so too
does one’s career outcomes.

Capital investments are relevant to the discussion of racial minorities in
leadership and coaching positions. One perspective is that racial minorities
do not have the capital investments that Whites do, so they do not see
valued career returns. However, empirical evidence does not support this
position. Cunningham et al. (2001) collected data from a racially diverse
sample of assistant coaches of NCAA men’s basketball teams. Whites were
more likely to have a graduate degree than were African Americans; how-
ever, African Americans were more likely to have played the sport they
coached at the collegiate level and earned honors for doing so. In fact, Afri-
can Americans were 68 percent more likely to have playing experience—a
human capital investment seen as required for quality assistant coaches
(Everhart & Chelladurai, 1998).

In other cases, racial differences in career success might be due to differ-
ential returns on capital investments—a position consistent with the notion of
treatment discrimination (Ibarra, 1995; Sagas & Cunningham, 2005). A
number of researchers have offered empirical support for this position, such
that Whites and racial minorities are differentially rewarded for similar
investments (Day, 2015, 2018; Day & McDonald, 2010). What’s more, there
are racial differences in the types of social networks needed to be successful.
Same-race networks benefit Whites and the promotions they have in their
careers, but racial minorities benefit from mixed-race networks to realize
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similar career success. These differences might be a function of who is charged
with hiring in many US sport organizations: White men. Consequently, racial
minorities might benefit from having Whites in their network more than
Whites would benefit from having racial minorities in theirs. In addition,
there are racial differences in the type of relationships that are more beneficial,
as Whites profit from close network ties, while racial minorities benefit from
more informal networks. Finally, the location of the contacts matters: African
Americans enjoy more career success when they have high-status contacts,
while for Whites, the status of the network is immaterial to their career
success. The research collectively demonstrates the presence of racial differ-
ences in human and social capital returns, as well as different forms of social
capital needed to ensure career success.

Personal identity

One’s personal identity reflects the “individuated self—those characteristics that

differentiate one individual from others in a social context” (Brewer, 1991: 476). It
represents how people see themselves and is a central part of their core
identity (Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992). For example, two Latinas might share
a common racial background but differ substantially in the degree to which
their race is a part of their personal identity. For one, her race might be a
core part of her self-image, shaping her experiences and how she sees the
world. For another, her racial identity might be of little importance.

Researchers have shown that personal identities can impact people in
many ways. From an individual perspective, when people differ from
others in a group on a characteristic that is an important part of their
identity, they are likely to have poor work performance (Randel & Jaussi,
2003) and low satisfaction (Cunningham et al., 2008). People with high
racial identity are also more likely to report experiences of racism and
discrimination (Major et al., 2002).

Recently, researchers have shown that people use various cues to develop
impressions of others’ racial identity (Kaiser & Pratt-Hyatt, 2009). These
dynamics are important when Whites are evaluating racial minority job
applicants. Cunningham and colleagues have shown that Whites rate racial
minorities who they believe strongly identify with their race more poorly
than they do their counterparts with a presumed weak racial identity (Stew-
ard & Cunningham, 2015; Vick & Cunningham, in press). The differences
are meaningful. In a study of fitness professionals, the ratings differences
affected salary recommendations, and over time, these differences would
result in a difference of over $39,000. The findings are also applicable to the
current discussion of racial minorities in sport, as those who have a strong
racial identity—or who are presumed to have one—are likely to face more
barriers in securing a coaching or leadership role.
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Self-limiting behaviors

Finally, self-limiting behaviors can negatively affect opportunities and
experiences of racial minority coaches and leaders. From this perspective,
racial minorities are likely to experience stereotypes, prejudice, and dis-
crimination, all of which negatively impact them. Possible outcomes include
missed opportunities, negative work feedback, and few opportunities for
advancement. Over time, they can come to internalize the bias and negative
feedback. When this occurs, they might withdraw from sport as a profes-
sion, come to believe that their performance is inferior, or pass on chances
for advancement because they believe they do not have a chance to be suc-
cessful. These are all examples of what researchers call self-limiting behaviors
(Ilgen & Youtz, 1986; Sartore, 2006).

A number of researchers have offered evidence of self-limiting behaviors.
For example, Wells and Kerwin (2017) collected data from athletic adminis-
trators working in the US. The study participants did not vary in their
confidence of their abilities, nor did they differ in the career supports they
enjoyed. Nevertheless, women and racial minorities anticipated more
barriers for advancement than did White men, and consistent with theory,
they also expressed fewer intentions to pursue an athletic director position.
In other studies, racial minority coaches have consistently reported more
barriers to advancement than have Whites (Cunningham & Singer, 2010;
Cunningham et al., 2006; Kamphoff & Gill, 2008). Despite these roadblocks,
there is little empirical evidence that racial minority assistant coaches are less
willing than Whites to pursue a head coaching position.

Though there is equivocal evidence related to pursuing advancement
opportunities, researchers have consistently shown racial differences for
another form of self-limiting behavior: occupational turnover. Racial differ-
ences in occupational turnover are important for a number of reasons,
including a lack of racial minority coaches in the profession, relative to
Whites. Cunningham et al. (2017) conducted a meta-analysis of empirical
research in the area and found that racial minorities were likely to leave
coaching sooner than were Whites. The magnitude of the effects was mod-
erate. The authors pointed to a number of contributing factors, including
health concerns, family constraints, limited opportunities for advancement,
low career satisfaction, and bias experienced.

Conclusions

The purpose of this chapter was to examine the under-representation of racial
minorities in coaching and leadership positions in the US. In doing so, I
offered evidence that racial minorities largely have access to playing positions,
but when it comes to leading the teams or sport organizations, they face access
and treatment discrimination. In seeking to explain why this pattern occurs, I
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drew from multilevel theory to suggest that societal, organizational, inter-
personal, and individual factors all contribute to the trend.

The chapter offers theoretical implications. First, theory offers an
understanding of how, when, why, and under what conditions phenom-
ena take place (Cunningham, 2013; Cunningham, et al., 2016). The model
offered here provides such insights, illustrating how societal-, organiza-
tional-, group-, and individual-level factors all influence the under-repre-
sentation of racial minorities in coaching. I also showed how factors at
different levels of analysis can influence one another (Klein et al., 1994;
Kozlowski & Klein, 2000).

The model offers practical implications, too. Frequently, managers will
attempt to create diversity-related change by targeting a single element in a
system (Cunningham, 2009b). However, as the multilevel model presented in
this chapter shows, such efforts are likely to lack the success sport managers
might desire. Instead, they must tend to the multiple factors under their
purview, while also seeking to influence those outside the workplaces. As I
have outlined elsewhere (Cunningham, 2019), at the micro level of analysis,
inclusive sport organizations (a) seek to increase intergroup contact among
players, coaches, and administrators from different backgrounds; and (b)
encourage difficult dialogues among people within their sport organization,
thereby engaging in discussions that are frequently challenging to have but
are nonetheless productive. At the meso level of analysis, sport organizations
have (a) leaders that advocate and model inclusion; (b) diversity allies, or
people who are not leaders but nevertheless champion inclusion efforts; (c) a
strong commitment to diversity and inclusion; (d) educational and profes-
sional development activities focused on inclusion; and (e) integration of
diversity and inclusion principles throughout the organizational system.
Finally, at the macro level of analysis, inclusive sport organizations (a) are
frequently set within a broader community that emphasizes inclusion; and
(b) are adaptive and responsive to the social-, political-, effectiveness-based
pressures calling for more diverse and inclusive workplaces. It is through
concerted, systemic efforts that organizational change becomes possible.
Given the importance of diversity and inclusion in sport organizations, such
efforts are sorely needed.

Note

1 Throughout the chapter, I use the term “racial minority,” terminology that is
consistent with my previous work in the area (Cunningham, 2019) and with much
of the scholarship in the US. The term “minority” refers to “a collection of indi-
viduals who share a common characteristic and face discrimination in society
because of their membership in that group” (Cunningham 2019: 91). In the US,
persons Whites represent the numerical majority and socially privileged group;
thus, those individuals who are not White, including African Americans, Asians,
Hispanics, Native Americans, and so on, all represent racial minorities.
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Chapter 2

‘Fit for doing but not fit for
organising’

Racisms, stereotypes and networks in
coaching in professional football in Europe

Steven Bradbury

Introduction

Over the past 50 years the higher echelons of men’s professional sport in the
US, Europe and Australasia has become characterised by the increasing
racial, ethnic and cultural diversity of its playing workforce. Whilst these
patterns of diversity differ markedly across a range of national and sporting
contexts and have not encompassed all minoritised1 groups to the same
extent, in some nationally popular sports such as Basketball in the US and
Rugby Union in New Zealand the incidence of elite-level minoritised sports
performers has become comparable to or exceeded national racial popula-
tion demographics (Lapchick, 2017; Watson et al., 2017). This is also the
case in professional football in some countries in Western Europe such as
England, France and the Netherlands where an estimated 30% of all elite-
level players are from minoritised backgrounds in comparison to around
15% of the national population (Bradbury et al., 2011, 2014).

However, during this period there has also been a relatively limited
throughput and consequent under-representation of minoritised coaches
across a range of national and sporting contexts (Cunningham, 2010;
Norman et al., 2014; Lapchick, 2017). Further, where there has been a
steady incremental growth in the numbers of minoritised coaches in some
(mainly US-based) sports such as American Football, these statistical gains
seem restricted to peripheral support coach positions with lower levels of
formal authority or decision-making powers and where opportunities for
upward career mobility remain limited (Braddock et al., 2012; Day &
McDonald, 2010; Day, 2015). These patterns of under-representation also
seem apparent in professional football in Western Europe. For example,
quantitative research undertaken in 2014 indicated that just 3.4% of all
senior coaches at 132 elite-level clubs in England, France, Belgium, Ger-
many, Italy, Spain and the Netherlands were from minoritised back-
grounds: inclusive of 2.3% of head coaches and 4.5% of assistant coaches
(Bradbury et al., 2014). More recent empirical analysis undertaken in Bel-
gium and the Netherlands has indicated that the numerical paucity of



minoritised coaches in these countries has remained relatively unchanged
in recent years (see Heim et al. and Van Sterkenburg in Chapter 3 and
Chapter 4 of this collection respectively). Similarly, in England, research
has indicated that over a 25-year period between 1992 to 2017 just 29
minoritised coaches have held head coach positions at all 92 professional
clubs, and that between 2014 and 2017 the levels of representation of
minoritised groups in head coach, assistant coach and additional first
team support coach positions has remained stubbornly low at around 4%
in total (LMA, 2017; SPTT, 2017).

A number of academic scholars have understood these representational
disparities in sports coaching as being underscored by a series of deeply
embedded racialised barriers at the macro (societal), meso (organisational),
and micro (individual) level (Branham, 2008; Cunningham, 2010; Rankin-
Wright et al., 2016, 2017; Sagas & Cunningham, 2005; Sartore & Cunning-
ham, 2006; Singer et al., 2010). For example, at the macro level, scholars
have alluded to constraints engendered by the broader political and legisla-
tive climate and the role of powerful internal and external stakeholders in
the coach hiring process. At the meso level, they have identified dominant
monocultural processes and cultures and the existence of conscious and
unconscious bias within the senior decision-making tiers of sports organisa-
tions. Further, at the micro level, they have drawn attention to the impact of
structural and institutional constraints on inhibiting opportunities for min-
oritised groups to develop the requisite network capital to engender upward
social mobility as coaches (see Cunningham in Chapter 1 of this collection
for a multi-level analysis of these racialised constraints).

These practices and experiences of access and treatment discrimination
(Cunningham, 2010) seem especially evident in professional football in
Western Europe. For example, research undertaken in England, France and
the Netherlands has identified some longstanding and unshifting practices of
racially inflected institutional closure embedded in mechanisms of coach
recruitment at professional clubs. Also, in the differently racialised experi-
ences of minoritised coaches attending coach education courses or working
within professional club coaching environments (Bradbury et al., 2014,
2018). This research and similar studies undertaken in an English context
have also alluded to the ways in which the existence and expression of overt
and culturally coded racisms and stereotypes has engendered deleterious
psychological and vocational impacts for minoritised coaches drawn from
diverse racial, ethnic and cultural (and religious) backgrounds (Bradbury,
2018; Cashmore & Clelland, 2011; King, 2004: see Kilvington in Chapter 5
of this collection for insights into the UK South Asian experience of football
coaching). The work of these scholars has drawn similar conclusions in sug-
gesting that racisms and discrimination of this kind have impacted sig-
nificantly in constraining the pace and scope of the progression of
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minoritised groups across the transition from playing to coach education to
coach employment in the professional game.

This chapter will build on and extend the prior work of scholars in
this field and will offer an original empirical and theoretically grounded
contribution to the study of the under-representation and racialised
experiences of minoritised coaches in professional football in Europe.
More specifically, the chapter will identify and examine some of the key
factors which have limited the potential for and realisation of equitable
opportunities, experiences and outcomes for minoritised coaches in these
football settings. In doing so, the chapter will focus on two inter-related
themes. Firstly, the existence of racisms and racial stereotypes in profes-
sional football coaching contexts. Secondly, the over-reliance of racially
closed networks-based approaches to coach recruitment at professional
football clubs. In particular, the chapter will draw attention to the ways
in which a series of overt, culturally coded and institutional forms of
racisms and discrimination have impacted in negatively shaping the
experiences of minoritised coaches from a diverse range of racial, ethnic
and cultural backgrounds in football in different ways across different
nation states across Europe. Finally, the chapter will contextualise these
findings from within a Critical Race Theory (CRT) perspective. In doing
so, it will draw clear linkages between ongoing patterns of minoritised
coach under-representation, the manifestation of multiple forms of
racisms and discrimination, and the underlying normative power of
hegemonic Whiteness in the sport. Prior to the presentation and analysis
of findings, this chapter will begin by outlining the key tenets of CRT
and also offer an extended discussion of some key methodological con-
siderations engendered by conducting research of this kind. In particular,
in relation to efforts to foreground the experientially informed voices of
research participants from minoritised backgrounds and the often unac-
knowledged but centrally important issues of Whiteness, reflexivity and
positionality and their negotiation within and impact on the research
process. It is these theoretical and methodological considerations to
which this chapter now turns.

Theoretical framework

The presentation and analysis of findings in this chapter are informed by
and draw upon key tenets of CRT. This transdisciplinary and developing
theoretical framework provides a useful conceptual and analytical tool-kit
with which to examine the increasingly subtle and complex ways in which
the conjunctive relationship between racialised structures, ideologies and
discourses can engender deleterious impacts for minoritised populations
across a range of socio-cultural contexts, including sport (Delgado & Ste-
fancic, 2012; Hylton, 2005, 2010). In the context of this chapter it is argued
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that CRT does this in three ways. Firstly, in positioning ‘race’ as the key
organising principle of social life alongside other intersecting forms of
social oppression such as gender and social class, and in considering
racisms to constitute an engrained (rather than aberrational) feature of the
everyday lived experiences of minoritised populations across a range of
spatial and sporting contexts (Crenshaw et al., 1995; Hylton, 2009; Ladson-
Billings,1998; Massao and Fasting, 2010). This is especially apparent in
Europe where a range of structural, cultural and political factors have
impacted in shaping the parameters of racialised inclusion and exclusion in
different ways across nation state boundaries, but where minoritised
populations also experience racisms and discrimination in broadly com-
parable ways (Bradbury et al., 2011).

Secondly, in critiquing dominant liberal ideologies of objectivity, mer-
itocracy and race neutrality which fail to recognise or seek to address the
existence and impacts of racisms unless manifest in their most egregious
forms (Bonilla-Silva, 2010). From a CRT perspective, these limited con-
ceptualisations overlook the extent and ways in which the operation of
everyday routinised racisms and racialised inequalities have become institu-
tionalised and normalised across a range of societal and sporting contexts
over time (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Hylton, 2009). Further, such percep-
tions are considered by some scholars to be underscored by a strong adher-
ence to a series of colour-blind ideologies which present a highly
individualised and largely deracialised account of upward social mobility as
resulting from individual ability and hard work, and which consequently
strip the realities of success or failure from the deeply racialised societal and
sporting contexts in which they occur (Bimper, 2015; Bonilla-Silva, 2010;
Burdsey, 2011).

Thirdly, in drawing scholarly attention to the normativity of Whiteness
as a largely unacknowledged and unremarked powerful structural and cul-
tural practice through which hierarchical systems of racial domination have
become effortlessly created and reproduced over time (Delgado & Ste-
fancic, 2012; Giroux, 1997). From a CRT perspective, the power of
Whiteness as a process lies in its ability to frame the social, cultural and
economic advantages of White privilege as the norm, whilst simultaneously
precluding any critical inward gaze as to the ways in which membership of
dominant (White) social and cultural networks of mutual acquaintance has
created and sustained these benefits over time (McIntosh,1990; Essed &
Goldberg, 2002). From this powerful hegemonic position, the under-repre-
sentation of minoritised groups across a range of societal and sporting
fields has been framed as resulting from broader socio-historical exclusions
or in terms of the negatively perceived properties of minoritised groups,
rather than as being shaped and maintained by the unreflexive and
unchanging practices of dominant individuals and institutions (Franken-
berg,1999; Bradbury et al., 2018).
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Study and methods

The findings presented in this chapter are drawn from two separate studies
examining the under-representation and racialised experiences of minoritised
coaches in professional football in Europe. The first study was funded by
the UEFA (Union of European Football Associations)2 and FARE (Football
Against Racism in Europe) Network3 in 2011 and involved the author con-
ducting semi-structured interviews with 20 sports academics, equality cam-
paigners and senior governance staff at national football federations and
UEFA. In 2015 and 2016 the author also conducted seven further interviews
with national federation staff and equality campaigners around similar
themes. The aims of this study were to examine the perceptions of key sta-
keholders drawn from a range of culturally diverse and culturally homo-
geneous national contexts as to the organisational mechanisms which they
felt had contributed to the under-representation of minoritised coaches in
professional football in Europe. Overall, interviewees were drawn from 14
countries across Europe, including; England, Northern Ireland, Republic of
Ireland, France, Germany, Belgium, Norway, Switzerland, Spain, Malta,
Poland, Austria, Hungary and the Netherlands. In total, 19 interviewees were
White and eight were drawn from (Black-Caribbean and Black-African)
minoritised backgrounds. The second study was also funded by the FARE
Network and involved the author and two academic colleagues (Patrick
Mignon and Jacco Van Sterkenburg) conducting semi-structured interviews
with 40 elite-level minoritised coaches in England, France and the Nether-
lands. The aims of this study were to examine the perceptions and experi-
ences of minoritised coaches in three culturally diverse countries in Western
Europe as to the key factors which had impacted on their career transition
from playing to coaching in the professional game. These interviewees were
drawn from a range of racial, ethnic and cultural backgrounds and included;
Black-Caribbean, Black-African, and South Asian in England (15); Black-
African, Black-Antillean, and North African in France (15); and Surinamese,
Moroccan, Indonesian/Moluccan and Turkish in the Netherlands (10). In all
cases, interviews lasted between 60 and 90 minutes and took place at
mutually agreed venues such as club training facilities, office spaces, the
homes of interviewees, or via telephone or web-based mediums. All inter-
viewees were encouraged to articulate their perceptions and experiences in
their own terms of reference and in a safe and supportive discursive space.
This collaborative approach to interviewing yielded in-depth and insightful
qualitative data and helped to illuminate the topic under review.

Central to the qualitative approach to data collection and analysis featured
within this chapter is the strong emphasis and value placed on the occupa-
tionally and culturally informed experiential knowledge of the interviewees
and strong efforts to position them centrally as the ‘primary knowers’ within
this interactive discourse. From a CRT perspective, this approach is felt to
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be important as a means to move beyond majoritarian stories and master
narratives embedded in some popular and academic discourse as to the
extent and impacts of ‘race’ and racisms on everyday life (Solórzano &
Yosso, 2002). In the context of the range of interview data drawn on in this
chapter, this approach is especially keen to illuminate the voices and render
visible the historically subjugated testimonies of minoritised groups whose
lived experiences have traditionally been excluded from – but remain subject
to – dominant narratives on the realities and impacts of ‘race’ and racism in
sport (Hylton, 2005). In doing so, the author remains cognisant of the
inherent racialised power imbalance embedded in the social distance
between his own White identity and that of the minoritised research parti-
cipants, and the privileged space this imbues in relation to reporting on
rather than directly experiencing the racisms and racialised inequalities
referred to by minoritised interviewees. In this respect, it is important to
recognise that the normativity of Whiteness embedded within the profes-
sional football contexts under review cannot be completely separated from
those which exist in the research process, and that the author may uncon-
sciously draw on White Western European hegemonic discourses around
‘race’ and racisms in the reporting and analysis of findings (Frankenberg,
2004; Sin, 2007). However, such influence is rarely definitive in its applica-
tion and seldom passive in the ways in which it is negotiated within the
research process. Further, it has been argued that a theoretically informed and
lived engagement with the practice of critical and cultural reflexivity can pro-
vide a useful epistemological tool through which to better consider the self and
the self in relation to others, and to help to clarify the conceptual particularity
of the research and the political positionality of the researcher (Fletcher, 2014;
Fletcher & Hylton, 2017). From this perspective, whilst acknowledging the
contextual validity of arguments which allude to the importance of ‘identity
symmetry’ within the research process, it is the contention here that beyond the
practical difficulties engendered by such an approach the epistemological quest
to uncover a singular and ‘authentic’ racial truth is heavily reliant on a series of
problematic essentialist assumptions and homogenising principles. Such
approaches tend to overplay the rigidity of insider and outsider binaries and
consequently underplay the multifarious and fluid identity constructions of
researchers and researched across a range of structural, cultural and gendered
intersections (Berry & Clair, 2011; Milner, 2007). This latter assertion is parti-
cularly relevant to the findings presented in this chapter, where the myriad
diversity of interviewees drawn from dominant and marginalised populations
across different nation states has engendered a series of variegated, overlapping
and contextually situated narratives with regard to the topic under review. In
this respect, this chapter seeks to present an epistemologically reflexive and
culturally considered account of the processes, experiences and outcomes of
racialised exclusion in professional football coaching contexts across a range of
national settings in Europe.
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Findings

(i) Racisms and racial stereotypes in professional football
coaching contexts

Interviewees in all countries alluded to the historical and continued inci-
dence of racisms and racial stereotyping in professional football in Europe.
These ideas, actions and behaviours were felt to be perpetrated by a range of
social actors including spectators, players, coaches and club officials and to
be geographically and temporally uneven in their manifestation and expres-
sion. More overt forms of racisms were felt to be apparent within profes-
sional club environments which remain physically and psychologically
rooted in racially closed localised cultures within which the advent of min-
oritised players and coaches has come to represent a form of multi-cultural
trespass into prized White cultural spaces (Back et al., 2001). This was felt to
be especially evident in some homogenously White countries in Southern,
Central and Eastern Europe where the incidence of intentional and orche-
strated racisms remain a relatively commonplace feature of the professional
football landscape for minoritised players (Doidge, 2017) and where there
has also developed some strong cultural oppositions to the recruitment of
coaches from minoritised backgrounds. For example:

There is clear racial abuse of migrant players in Hungary and the surrounding

countries in the East. And there is clear opposition to them playing at all. They

would certainly not be accepted as coaches. There is opposition already to [White]

migrant coaches, from outside of these countries, from the Balkans especially. But

a [Black] migrant coach, an African, it is unthinkable for the fans, and for the

owners of the clubs. It just wouldn’t happen. They wouldn’t allow it.

(White Interviewee, Equality Campaign, Hungary)

The above (and below) interviewee narratives allude to the strongly inter-
connected relationship between the organisation and practice of professional
football (and other sports more broadly) and the distinctly racialised socio-
historical and contemporary national political contexts in which they take
place (Carrington, 2010). This is especially (but not exclusively) the case in
some more racially homogeneous countries in Southern, Central and East-
ern Europe in which there exists some relatively rigid models of national
identity and sporting citizenship (Bradbury, 2013; Bradbury et al., 2011; EU
FRA, 2011). Within such settings, the increasingly popular (and populist)
political conjunction of nationalistic ideologies, anti-immigrant sentiment
and racialised economic protectionism has also been ‘played out’ at the
meso level of professional club team operations, with the effect of con-
sciously limiting the inclusion of minoritised coaches. For example:
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I don’t think they want to employ minorities as managers because they are

worried that they will not be accepted by the squad, and by the other coaching

staff. In terms of black managers, it just wouldn’t happen, they just wouldn’t be

accepted by the players or by the spectators, especially in Central and Eastern

Europe.

(White Interviewee, Equality Campaign, Poland)

In contrast, whilst interviewees in some Western European countries felt
that overt forms of racism and racial closure of this kind in professional
coaching contexts had subsided over time, they alluded instead to the inci-
dence of subtle, codified and inferential racisms as a key factor in under-
scoring the racially inequitable treatment of minoritised coaches. These
disguised racisms were felt to be evidenced in the use of racially inap-
propriate language and behaviours at an interactional level and through the
questioning of the social and technical competencies of minoritised coaches
by coach educators and senior coaching staff at professional clubs. Whilst
these racialised ‘micro-aggressions’ (Burdsey 2011; Bradbury et al., 2011; EU
FRA, 2011) were considered by many interviewees to be unintentional,
unconscious and underpinned by a distinct cultural awareness deficit on the
part of perpetrators, they were also felt to have accorded less professional
value, status and credibility to minoritised coaches. For example:

There are things that are said that have a racial connotation to it, and it’s

racist, but it’s not obvious. It’s the way it’s put, little comments about your cul-

tural background, how you do things, the way you conduct yourself. Stuff about

not being organised, punctuality, being ‘laid back’ and so on. Even when it’s

done in a joking way, it still frames you in a certain way, you know, as differ-

ent, less important.
(Minoritised Interviewee, Coach, England)

Interviewees felt the aforementioned processes of racialised ‘othering’ and
marginalisation were underpinned by a series of historically embedded and
misplaced racial stereotypes through which key power brokers have come to
equate specific physical and cultural ‘performance traits’ on the basis of the
assumed ‘natural’ abilities of minoritised sports people. Such stereotypes
have had some historical currency in professional football in Europe (and in
other sports globally) and have led to the ‘stacking’ of minoritised players in
peripheral match-play positions and the centralisation and allocation of cap-
taincy duties to White players (Maguire, 1988; McCarthy et al., 2003; Van
Sterkenburg et al., 2012). Whilst these racialised ideologies have arguably
lessened in some sports over time, interviewees felt this had done little to
disrupt the residual permanence and reproduction of these ideas in profes-
sional football or to have limited their transference from the review of min-
oritised players to the coaching tiers of the professional game. For example:
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This is due to the cultural stereotype thing. There is the view that they might

play, but they are instinctive players, they don’t breathe the game and are not

educated in tactics and so on. These are old stereotyping prejudices. And if the

managers and owners have specific perceptions of ethnic minority players, and

treat them differently as players, then of course, the potential for those players to

progress onto coaches and managers is limited.

(White Interviewee, National Federation, Netherlands)

In this respect, interviewees drew attention to the tendencies of key power
brokers at professional football clubs to draw on and transpose some phy-
sical and cultural stereotypical misconceptions of minoritised players to an
inferred evaluation of the (assumedly, limited) social and technical cap-
abilities of minoritised coaches. From these hegemonically dominant, but
culturally uninformed, perspectives, Arab coaches of North African and
Middle Eastern heritage were felt to have been conceptualised as possessing
individual ‘trickery’, ‘cunning’ and ‘guile’ as players, but to lack the col-
lectivist team working attributes and leadership qualities perceived to be
necessary to excel as elite-level coaches in professional football. Similarly,
Black coaches of West African and Caribbean heritage were felt to have
been conceptualised as possessing innate ‘strength’, ‘athleticism’ and
‘instinct’ as players, but to lack the requisite ‘organisational skills’, ‘analytical
acumen’, and ‘intellectual capacities’ to be considered for coaching appoint-
ments in the elite echelons of the professional game. For example:

Black players are appreciated because they are strong, tall, hard workers. Many

[now] play in central and defensive positions, where most of the present coaches

have been recruited. But they are seen mainly as executants. They have to be

driven. They lack talent to think about the game. They are not seen as leaders.

There are exceptions. But I know that they are very suspicious about the ability

for them to become a good coach.

(Minoritised Interviewee, Coach, France)

Interviewees also alluded to the related tendencies of key power brokers to
problematise the perceived attitudes, behaviours and aspirations of minori-
tised coaches and to negatively question their professional and cultural
‘suitability’, ‘competence’ and ‘authority’ to manage teams in professional
football. This was felt to be the case in Southern, Central and Eastern
Europe where the playing workforce tended to be drawn from a relatively
narrow cohort of national and culturally homogenous backgrounds and at
clubs in Western Europe where player demographics were marked much
more by their national and cultural diversity. Accordingly, it was felt by
some interviewees that minoritised coaches tended to be adversely con-
ceptualised in terms of their perceived racial, ethnic and cultural traits,
rather than in relation to their evidential technical and experiential abilities
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as coaches. Further, such racialised conceptualisations were considered to be
rarely extended to the vocational review of comparably qualified or experi-
enced White coaches. For example:

It is the case in many countries, especially France and Belgium, which I know,

if you are a minority [coach] then you are monitored more. The decisions you

make, the players you sign, the tactic you use, and so on. If you do well, it is

because you are a good coach. But if you do not do well, then it is because you

are a minority. And so, you are stigmatised in this way.

(White interviewee, UEFA, Switzerland)

Taken together, as a result of the embedded normativity and unremarked
definitional power of the stereotypes alluded to above, interviewees felt that
key power brokers at professional clubs had come to conceptualise the
appointment of minoritised coaches with notions of ‘insecurity’, ‘uncer-
tainty’ and ‘risk’. This was felt to have informed decisions to overlook or
avoid appointing minoritised coaches with whom they had little prior per-
sonal or cultural connection, in favour of recruiting White coaches with
whom they had greater levels of cultural familiarity and social comfort. Such
approaches to recruitment were considered by interviewees to have limited
opportunities for minoritised coaches and sustained patterns of ‘homo-
logous reproduction’ (Sartore & Cunningham, 2006; Cunningham, 2010)
within the professional football coaching workforce. For example:

I do believe that what happens a lot of the time is they want to bring in some-

body of their own image, and somebody that probably looks like they did at that

sort of age and behaves like they did because that’s what they feel comfortable

with. I suppose it’s quite a natural thing to do in some ways, but the problem is

it doesn’t move things along, and ultimately it denies people who they don’t

look like them opportunities.

(Minoritised Interviewee, Coach, England)

(ii) Networks-based methods of coach recruitment at
professional clubs

Interviewees in all countries alluded to the historical and continued reliance
of professional football clubs on informal networks rather than formalised
qualifications-based methods of coach recruitment. This was considered to
be most apparent in relation to recruitment to first team head coach and
assistant coach positions and to be enacted through processes of personal
recommendation, sponsored mobility and patronage on the part of key
power brokers at clubs. These commonly practiced ‘head-hunting’ approa-
ches to identifying and appointing senior coaches were felt by interviewees
to replicate a series of normative mechanisms for the targeted recruitment of
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elite-level players and senior operations staff at clubs. Further, they were felt
to have limited opportunities for minoritised coaches to submit applications
within a ‘reasonable time frame’ (Singer et al., 2010) and to be considered for
interview for emergent coaching positions at clubs. For example:

I think football is quite a unique environment or industry where more than any

other job, it’s a lot about who you know. It’s about friends in the game and

calling on favours, and the game is a lot like that. You only have to see how

managers drag people about with them when they get new jobs, and the back-

room staff. So, without a proper recruitment process, advertising, equal oppor-

tunities and all of that, it’s still about who you know that gets you jobs.
(Minoritised Interviewee, National Federation, England)

These operationally closed processes of coach recruitment were felt by
interviewees to favour ‘known’ White coaches drawn from within the
dominant (White) social and cultural networks of the football industry, and
to militate against minoritised coaches with fewer longstanding and sub-
stantive ties to this informally established occupational marketplace. This
was felt to be evident in the ways in which key power brokers at profes-
sional clubs tended to consciously and/or unconsciously seek out and recruit
coaches with similar norms, values and behaviours and from recognisable
(White) backgrounds. Such approaches were argued to restrict racially equi-
table access to the informal means through which to accrue social capital
through association (Sagas & Cunningham, 2005) and to consequently sus-
tain the operational and cultural status quo of coaching and governance
relations within club settings. For example:

It’s really the old boys’ network. When they look for coaches, they have a cri-

teria of what they are looking for. And on some level, that criteria fit them-

selves, or how they see themselves. Because they look alike, and think alike, they

will agree easily and they see that as a good fit. They think, in quite a narrow

way, that this will work well for the club.

(White Interviewee, Equality Campaign, Germany)

Interviewees provided a series of insightful accounts of the ways in which
access to these dominant (White) social and cultural networks with the
power to enable or constrain the career progression of minoritised coaches
was negotiated over the football career life course. In doing so, interviewees
alluded to some shared and overlapping racialised experiences and outcomes
amongst different (and differently) minoritised groups across a range of
national contexts. For example, firstly, interviewees alluded to some com-
monplace perceptions held by key power brokers at clubs that the successful
acquisition of key coaching competencies were premised on prior elite-level
professional playing experience. This was perceived by some interviewees to
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have limited coaching opportunities for a range of ‘non-black’ minoritised
groups such as South Asians in the UK, North Africans in France, Mor-
occans in the Netherlands, and Turkish groups in Germany amongst whom
there has (with some exceptions) been a historically limited throughput of
players into the elite echelons of the professional game in Europe. In this
respect, these groups were felt to have been doubly marginalised by their
lack of prior professional playing capital and by their embodied (and nega-
tively assumed) ethnic, cultural (and religious) distinctiveness, at least within
the dominant hegemonic conceptualisations of White cultural normativity
embedded within professional football coach contexts. For example:

One thing is that you need to have been a professional player to be a coach.

Not that you can’t be a coach without that, but that is how it is. And it has

been hard enough for Black players to make that transition. But other mino-

rities, who have not, maybe, played at the highest level, for them the system is

notoriously closed.

(White Interviewee, UEFA representative, Switzerland)

Secondly, interviewees alluded to the importance of building positive social
relationships with White players, coaches and coach educators throughout
the duration of their playing careers. Whilst some (mainly Black and Dual-
heritage) interviewees in multi-cultural countries such as England reported
relatively (but, not exclusively) positively in this respect, in other less inte-
grated countries in Europe it was felt that minoritised groups drawn from a
range of diverse backgrounds had often experienced social and cultural
marginalisation from the dominant (White) racialised power dynamics
within team and coach education settings. This was felt to have positioned
some minoritised players and coaches as ‘outsiders within’ these interac-
tional spaces and to have limited opportunities for them to develop mean-
ingful and supportive longer term relationships with White colleagues,
whose own upwardly mobile career trajectories had led them to later assume
senior coaching positions at clubs with powers to appoint ‘known’ coaching
support staff over time. For example:

Today, you have a coaches’ social milieu. They know each other because they

played in professional teams, because they were in the same training sessions,

and they are all white. They make sure they look after each other because they

are all friends. This is what is missing, Black and White or Arab who played

together, who are close. They can speak for each other to the Chairmen. They

can help each other, like the others do.

(Minoritised Interviewee, Coach, France)

Thirdly, interviewees drew attention to the ways in which minoritised play-
ers had traditionally been excluded from opportunities to position
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themselves favourably within some commonly practiced ‘captain to coach’
pathways at professional clubs. In doing so, they referred to the cumulative
impact of the ‘stacking’ of minoritised players in peripheral match-play
positions rather than those deemed central to the strategic management of
team performance and the related tendencies of head coaches to confer
captaincy duties on centrally positioned White players. This was felt to have
limited ‘on-pitch’ opportunities for minoritised players to formally exhibit a
series of key leadership skills and competencies considered by key power
brokers within the professional game to be strong indicators of future elite-
level coaching potential. For example:

I think a lot of the time there’s a tendency to want someone who’s been a cap-

tain, who you almost think his next step is going to be coaching or managing.

But the problem is how many black players have there been that really fit that

bill. I mean, they’re few and far between. Partly because they weren’t given the

opportunities or the responsibility to be the captain in the first place.
(Minoritised interviewee, Players Union, England)

Relatedly, interviewees noted that the allocation of captaincy positions were
also a key mechanism through which players were afforded a series of ‘off-
pitch’ opportunities for extended levels of contact and networking with the
‘inner circle’ of almost exclusively White power brokers at professional
clubs and other key stakeholders in the game. In this respect, the historical
absence of minoritised team captains was felt to have limited opportunities
for players and aspiring coaches from minoritised backgrounds to enhance
their ‘profile’, ‘visibility’ and ‘favourability’ in relation to forthcoming
coaching appointments at professional clubs. For example:

The coaches know you, the players know you, the supporters to a degree know

you, but the directors don’t know you. Or they just don’t think about you at all.

Probably the hardest thing is getting through into that echelon of the board

room and directors and influence their perceptions. How do you get into those

circles? Your playing career only takes you so far, especially if you were never

picked to be a captain.
(Minoritised interviewee, Coach, England)

Taken together, interviewees in all countries felt that the preponderance of
dominant networks-based practices of coach recruitment and uneven opportu-
nities for the development of network capital over the professional football life
course had resulted in some predictable patterns of racial closure across the
European professional football coaching landscape. This was felt to be evi-
denced in the predominance of White coaches in elite coaching positions and
in the frequency with which White coaches (and predominantly White coach-
ing support teams) were also awarded comparable positions at other clubs over
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the duration of their coaching careers. In contrast, minoritised coaches were felt
to have remained peripheral to and excluded from this coaching and managerial
merry-go-round and to be awarded lower status coaching positions where such
positions were awarded at all. Further, interviewees felt that minoritised coa-
ches experienced additional psychological and vocational pressures to be suc-
cessful in such positions given the reduced likelihood of being offered ‘second
chances’ to assume comparable positions at other professional clubs over time.
For example:

When they do get the chance, it is just the one chance, and, you know, who

does well on the first chance? Nobody. You are still learning. And then it is

back to the beginning. Writing for jobs and getting no response. And they see it

is different for white coaches. They have more opportunities. They can make

mistakes. It is part of their journey. Whereas for the Black coaches, that journey

can stop, very quickly.

(White interviewee, UEFA, Switzerland)

Discussion

This chapter has drawn on the experientially informed and extensive narra-
tives of key organisational stakeholders and minoritised coaches drawn from
a range of dominant and marginalised ethnicities in professional football in
Europe. In doing so, the findings presented in this chapter have identified a
series of ideological and operational constraints which have impacted nega-
tively in limiting the potential for and realisation of equitable opportunities,
experiences and outcomes for minoritised coaches across the transition from
playing to coaching in the professional game. In the first instance, the find-
ings have drawn attention to the structural and cultural inseparability of the
organisation and practice of professional football from the hierarchical
racialised societies in which all aspects of its operations take place. In this
respect it is both reflective of and reflects back on a series of historically
inscribed racialised power relations (Carrington, 2010) and like other sports
is ‘an arena in which the complex interplay between “race”, nation, culture and

identity in different social environments is most publicly articulated’ (Ansari, 2004:
209). From a CRT perspective, the professional football coaching contexts
under review can also be understood to constitute a series of contextually
situated ‘racial projects’ within which the dynamic operation of everyday
routinised processes of racisms and racialised discrimination has become
normalised and institutionalised to the point of invisibility over time (Del-
gado & Stefancic, 2012; Hylton, 2009). These racisms have differed in their
political orientation and individual and organisational forms of expression
and have led different (and differently) minoritised coaches to experience
varied and overlapping forms of racialised exclusions across different
national contexts. They have also engendered the hierarchical occupational
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structuring of minoritised coaches in such ways as to ‘organise [human]

resources along racial lines in seemingly “natural” ways’ (Hylton, 2010: 340).
In the second instance, the findings offer a critique to dominant liberal

ideologies of objectivity, meritocracy and race neutrality which deny the sal-
ience of ‘race’ and racisms as a key factor in shaping the parameters of inclusion
and exclusion of minoritised groups across a range of societal and sporting
contexts. The promulgation of these ‘colour-blind’ ideologies is particularly
evident in popular and mediated narratives around professional football in
(especially,Western) Europe. Such discourses position the sport as a post-racial
and egalitarian space in which minoritised performers are welcomed, included
and supported, whilst simultaneously ignoring the extent and ways in which the
opportunities for and experiences of minoritised groups are constrained and
racialised in different ways across different levels of the sport (Bradbury, 2013; ,
Hylton, 2018). From a CRT perspective, the professional football coaching
contexts under review can be understood to be receptive to and productive of a
series of powerful racialised ideologies, narratives and meanings which have
enabled the ‘unproblematic’ signification of human characteristics along dis-
tinctly racial, ethnic and cultural lines (Bradbury et al. 2018). This is evident
where key power brokers at clubs have drawn on a series of socially con-
structed stereotypes which have ‘othered’ and problematised minoritised coa-
ches in terms of their negatively assumed ‘racial self’ rather than providing a
vocationally considered evaluation of their actualised ‘professional self’. Such
conceptualisations have framed the falsely perceived attributes of minoritised
coaches as ‘inconsistent with the characteristics believed necessary to successfully fulfil

a managerial role’ (Sartore & Cunningham, 2006: 70) and contributed to sus-
taining their occupational and cultural positioning as outside and excluded
from the European professional football coaching marketplace.

In the third instance, the findings allude to the invisibility, centrality and nor-
mativity of hegemonic Whiteness in professional football in Europe. From a
CRT perspective, Whiteness can be understood as a powerful structural and
cultural practice which has engendered and maintained racialised inequalities in
societal and sporting contexts and ensured the ‘reproduction of dominance rather

than subordination, normativity rather than marginality, and privilege rather than dis-

advantage’ (Frankenberg, 1999: 237). This is especially the case in relation to the
professional football coaching contexts under review where the discursive power
of Whiteness has conceptualised minoritised coaches as lacking the intellectual,
analytical and cerebral capacities to coach teams successfully in the elite-level
game. It is also evident in the ways in which the relational power of Whiteness
has underpinned the normative operation of networks-based approaches to
coach recruitment which sustain the invisible knapsack of White privilege
engendered by membership of powerful racialised groupings (McIntosh, 1990).
In such circumstances, it is perhaps unsurprising that many appropriately quali-
fied and experienced minoritised coaches have remained beyond the narrowly
conceptualised operational preferences and cultural consciousness of key power
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brokers drawn from within the dominant (White) social and cultural ‘old boys’
club’ of the professional football industry. As a result, there continues to persist
some predictable patterns of minoritised coach under-representation in profes-
sional football in Europe and where the dominant White hegemonic structures
of the senior organisational tiers of the sport have remained largely unchallenged
and unchanged over time (Hylton, 2009; Long & Hylton, 2002).

Conclusions and recommendations

In conclusion, any meaningful efforts designed to address the racialised
inequities identified in this chapter need to remain cognisant of the symbio-
tic relationship between the under-representation of minoritised coaches, the
existence and expression of multiple forms of racisms and discrimination,
and the underlying normative power of hegemonic Whiteness in profes-
sional football in Europe. In this respect, it is argued from a CRT perspec-
tive that liberalism alone is not enough to address more embedded and
institutionalised forms of racisms and racialised discrimination and that
professional football clubs need to move beyond the normative application
of colour-blind and networks-based approaches to coach recruitment which
have sustained rather than redressed racialised inequalities in football
coaching. In doing so, professional football clubs, national football federa-
tions and UEFA should work collaboratively to implement a holistic pack-
age of positive action measures to ensure equality opportunities and
experiences and forcefully stimulate conditions under which equality of
outcomes are more likely to be realised.

In the first instance, this should include the establishment of clear policy
goals and actions in relation to the collection of baseline data, target setting,
and the monitoring of progress to increase minoritised coach representation at
professional clubs over time. It should also include the development and
implementation of a transparent, equitable and regulated approach to coach
recruitment which features a strong emphasis on enabling and enforcing pro-
fessional clubs to adhere to national and European level equalities legislation
with regard to employment practices. The introduction of ‘consideration for-
cing’ measures of this kind such as the ‘Rooney Rule’ in the US NFL – which
mandates that clubs must interview at least one suitably qualified candidate
from a minoritised background for vacant head coaching positions or incur
significant financial penalties – has had some success in increasing the repre-
sentation of minoritised coaches over time (see Duru in Chapter 11 of this
collection). The operational and representational success of the ‘Rooney Rule’
has informed the development of similar mechanisms of coach recruitment in
other sports in the US as well as the English Football League Voluntary and
Mandatory Codes of Coach Recruitment in professional and youth academy
football (see Cowell and Conricode et al. in Chapter 12 and Chapter 13
respectively in this collection). These interventions provide useful models of
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best equality practice to which professional clubs and national football fed-
erations in Europe could aspire, adhere and develop further.

In the second instance, efforts on this score should also include the
establishment and delivery of a bespoke programme of educational support
activities. Such measures should be designed to encourage and enable key
power brokers at professional clubs and national football federations to go
beyond the rhetorical and performative, to a much more meaningful and
impactful engagement with the aforementioned legislative and operational
approaches to coach recruitment. Work of this kind should feature the
delivery of nationally relevant cultural diversity training for senior coaching
and governance staff at professional clubs. It should pay particular attention
to outlining the ways in which overt, culturally coded racisms and more
institutional forms of discrimination can work at a conscious and/or uncon-
scious level to constrain the career progression of minoritised coaches. It
should also seek to encourage a perceptual shift on the part of key power
brokers in professional football towards conceptualising cultural diversity
less as a problem to be dealt with and more as a positive individual and
organisational resource to be nurtured and developed. Such an approach
would be likely to impact positively in enhancing the organisational effec-
tiveness and public profile of professional clubs and enable them to align
more explicitly with the increasingly multi-cultural and corporate impulses
of the modern game.

Finally, it is the contention here that the legislative and pedagogical posi-
tive actions identified above would engender a complementary and con-
structive shift towards a more operationally transparent, racially equitable
and culturally reflexive approach to coach recruitment. In doing so, this
would help to dismantle some of the deeply racialised institutional barriers
experienced by minoritised coaches across the transition from playing to
coaching and offer at least some disruption to the dominant White hege-
monic structures embedded within the senior organisational tiers of the
sport. The extent and ways in which such measures might be embraced and
implemented will to some degree be dependent on the ideological malle-
ability and operational willingness of key power brokers at professional
clubs and the national political, sporting and football governance structures
within which they are positioned to effectuate meaningful social change. In
particular, in moving beyond traditional liberal ideologies of objectivity,
meritocracy and race neutrality, towards the adoption of progressive and
‘race conscious’ approaches to equality and diversity management within
which the use of positive action measures form a central strategic pillar. This
chapter concludes that the adoption of these latter approaches will be
essential in engendering equality of opportunities, experiences and outcomes
for minoritised coaches and in ensuring increased and sustained levels of
organisational inclusivity and cultural diversity within the professional foot-
ball coaching landscape in Europe over time.

38 S. Bradbury



Notes

1 The term ‘minoritised’ is used in this chapter to reflect an understanding of ‘min-
ority status’ as a socially constructed process (rather than as an entity) which takes
place in specific social, economic and political contexts over time and which has
resulted in ‘minoritised groups’ having less power or representation compared to
other (White) groups in society. In the context of this chapter, the term ‘minori-
tised’ is used to refer to racially, ethnically and culturally distinct populations
drawn from non-European heritage resident in European countries in which they
also make up a numerical minority. This broad conceptualisation includes, first,
second and third generation populations drawn from Asia, Africa, Latin America,
the Caribbean and the Middle East. It also includes the ‘special case’ of transcon-
tinental Turkish heritage populations whose ethnic, cultural and religious ‘visibi-
lity’ is arguably heightened in new countries of settlement in Western Europe.
This definition is premised on the recognition that ‘minority status’ is both
objectively ascribed (by the dominant society) and subjectively applied (by min-
oritised groups) as a means of marking out a range of racial, ethnic and cultural
(and religious) difference. Whilst these differences can be positively applied as a
marker of cultural identity and group solidarity, they are more often applied
negatively as a basis for racialised abuse, hostility and discrimination, especially in
the social and cultural arena of professional sports. The author remains cognisant
that categorisations of this kind which seek to capture the commonalities and
specificities of diverse minoritised identities and their varied and overlapping
experiences remains conceptually limited and subject to contestation. This task is
made more difficult in the context of the myriad diversity of minoritised popula-
tions referred to in this chapter. In particular, in relation to differences in termi-
nological classification and everyday nomenclature used to describe minoritised
groups across a range of nation states in Europe, including by interviewees drawn
from dominant and marginalised ethnicities. As such the author proceeds with
some scholarly caution (and no small amount of practical utility) in using the term
‘minoritised’ in this chapter as a means of identifying and analysing the experi-
ences of ‘minoritised’ groups within the professional football coaching contexts
under review.

2 UEFA (Union of European Football Associations) is the central administrative
body for professional football in Europe. It consists of 55 national federation
members and organises competitions including the UEFA European Champion-
ship (for national teams) and UEFA Champions League (for club teams).

3 The FARE (Football Against Racism in Europe) Network is an organisation set up
to challenge racism and other forms of discrimination in Europe. It consists of
equality campaign groups and fan activists drawn from around 30 countries and
has received backing from UEFA and the European Commission.
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Chapter 3

Is there a glass ceiling or can racial
and ethnic barriers be overcome?

A study on leadership positions in
professional Belgian football among African
coaches

Chris Heim, Joris Corthouts and Jeroen Scheerder

Introduction

Because of a rich history of international migration, Belgium epitomises a state
whose current status has been formed by ethnic cross-pollination, and is
shaped by the everyday interactions between native Flemish and Walloon
people and both persons with a distinct nationality and individuals of foreign
origin(s). Its cultural diversity is highlighted by the fact that 1,327,776 (11.7%)
of the 11,376,070 total population are foreign nationals, i.e. having a non-Bel-
gian passport. Additionally, 991,031 (8.8%) are of foreign nationality at birth,
but have meanwhile acquired the Belgian nationality (Federal Migration
Centre, 2018)1. It is difficult to fully grasp the context and situation of migra-
tion from a national level, because the collection and analysis of data take
place both at a federal and at a regional level in Belgium2. Flanders, the
northern Dutch-speaking region, is the most populous region with 6,552,967
inhabitants, 548,910 of which are foreign nationals3 (Flemish Government/
Statistics Department, 2017). Furthermore, the southern French-speaking
region known as Wallonia is a society consisting of 3,624,377 inhabitants,
with roughly 358,190 of Walloon residents being foreign nationals (Walloon
Institute of Evaluation, Forecasting & Statistics, 2018). Lastly, the Brussels-
Capital Region is one of the most cosmopolitan cities in the world. Illustrating
this is the fact that 71.4% of the estimated 1.2 million inhabitants of the
Brussels-Capital Region are of foreign origin, which in this context implies
that either the current or first nationality of the person is non-Belgian or the
first nationality of the father or mother is not Belgian (BRUZZ, 2018).

Despite the advancements that have been made concerning the integration
of foreign nationals and those of foreign origin into Belgian society, forms of
racial and ethnic oppression both in everyday life and within the political
arena are impeding this social development. The latter being particularly
evident through the discourse and policies of the right-wing populist party



Vlaams Belang (Billiet & De Witte, 2008). More critically for this study,
discriminatory undertones in the labour market have and continue to be a
persistent issue in Belgian society (European Network Against Racism, 2018;
Flemish Service for Employment and Vocational Training, 2017). For exam-
ple, in 2017, the Interfederal Centre for Equal Opportunities (UNIA) opened
a total of 2,017 cases of situations where people felt they were subjects of
discrimination in the workplace, which is a 6% increase from the previous
year. Moreover, of those particular cases, 27% concerned discrimination
based on one’s race and ethnicity, followed by disability (20.7%) and age
(15.7%) (Interfederal Centre for Equal Opportunities, 2018).

One particular domain and working industry, the Belgian Pro League
(Division 1A/1B; consisting of sixteen and eight football clubs, respectively),
has not been immune to acts of racism. For example, micro-level football
actors (i.e. players, coaches and supporters) are one group of stakeholders
that have established and sustained racial and ethnic divisions in Belgian
football. These (groups of) individuals have manifested racial and ethnic
discriminatory attitudes and behaviours overtly, whether impulsively or
consciously, particularly against those of African origins, which seem to be
deployed for the purpose of triumphing over the athlete and/or as a tool to
distract and alter the performance of the footballer (Beloy & Van Laeken,
2016; Heim et al., 2018; Kassimeris, 2009; Scheerder, 2006). Indeed, the
2018–2019 Belgian Pro League campaign was occasionally blemished and
overshadowed by racist conduct. This was apparent when Paul-Jose M’Poku
accused both K.S.C. Lokeren and Club Brugge K.V. supporters of dis-
crimination in consecutive matches, and additionally when R. Charleroi S.C.
defender Francis N’Ganaga was a victim of similar abuse in the forms of
monkey chants. Discriminatory conduct has also transpired on the sidelines,
as coaches have perpetrated and have been victimised by such intolerance.
This was the case when Frederik Vanderbiest of K.V. Mechelen, who was
ultimately banned for three matches and fined 1,500 euros, racially abused
Royal Union Saint-Gilles assistant coach, Abder Ramdane, in a First Divi-
sion B match (The Guardian, 2018).

Given that it has been confirmed and determined that discrimination is a
relevant topic in the specific industry of Belgian professional football by the
aforementioned scholars and media outlets, this chapter serves as a starting
point to unravel the extent and prevalence of its nature, and therefore as a
basis for a prospective, in-depth study. Thus, we extend our examination on
the intersection of race, ethnicity and football to the otherwise under-
researched subject of institutional/structural racism: ‘As a structured system,

racism interacts with social institutions, where the discrimination itself shapes and

reshapes institutions to reinforce, justify and perpetuate a racial/ethnic hierarchy’

(Williams et al., 2019: 106). While the discrimination on this level can
materialise in an overt manner, this chapter approaches institutional/struc-
tural racism by addressing the undertones of implicit racial bias. This

44 C. Heim et al.



denotes the partialities that humans do not know they have towards people
of different races and ethnicities. Such ideologies are embedded in people’s
subconsciousness, which is formed and developed through their everyday
experiences and interactions in society (Banakou et al., 2016).

Within this context, we scrutinise if and how the Belgian Pro League is an
example of how a community, organisation and sub-culture is structured in
a way in which a dominant racial and/or ethnic group possesses more social,
economic and cultural benefits and value compared to a socially subordinate
group, or if (and how) the Belgian Pro League is an organisation that pro-
vides equal opportunities to people of all races and ethnicities. More pre-
cisely, the question is raised whether the professional Belgian football
industry is a cultural agent that implicitly socialises the population to accept
‘as true’ the superiority of dominant racial/ethnic groups and the inferiority
of non-dominant racial/ethnic groups in the form of restricting the access of
elite coaching positions, i.e. head coaches and assistant coaches, to those
non-white individuals and those of African origins. Or, conversely, is it an
arena that mobilises racial and ethnic minority individuals to become
socially and vocationally integrated in terms of equally allocating jobs, elite
coaching positions, to non-white individuals and those of African origins?
This chapter first situates the Social Dominance Theory (SDT) as an appro-
priate theoretical framework to address this matter because it offers ways of
exploring the structuring of a social system along the lines of group-based
hierarchies (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). In order to examine the questions
above, this study conceptualises the notions of race and ethnicity, and then
proceeds to collect and analyse the racial and ethnic backgrounds of the
professional head coaches and assistant coaches juxtaposed to those back-
grounds of professional footballers and Belgian societal demographics. To
conclude, policy recommendations are put forward that aim to stimulate
stakeholders to build on their responsibility to combat all forms of dis-
crimination in the game and beyond where needed.

Theoretical framework

In Belgium, there appears to be a distinct set of preferences on issues of
inequality among social groups, or in other words the varying degrees of
one’s social dominance orientation (Pratto et al., 1994). Social Dominance
Theory (SDT), viewing human societies as systems, is a theory of intergroup
relations that theorises how socio-structural, ideological, sociological, psy-
chological and institutional factors work together to produce the systematic
effects, whether negative or positive for particular racial and ethnic groups
(Sidanius et al., 2004). Indeed, according to SDT, any society can be inter-
preted as group-based hierarchies, in which at least one particular (usually
male-dominated) racial, ethnic and/or religious group holds a positive social
value and enjoys special privileges, and at least one other group has a
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negative social value (Pratto et al., 2006). Such societies are formed and pre-
served through the deployment of legitimising myths, or widely accepted
ideologies that can be used as an instrument to help promote and maintain a
certain predisposition that endorses discrimination and group inequality.
Ethnic prejudice, racial bias, cultural elitism, nationalism and meritocracy
are hierarchy-enhancing legitimising myths that promote the degree to which
social inequalities exist. Contrarily, civil rights, social integration and anti-
racism policies are hierarchy-attenuating legitimising myths that aim to make
societies more balanced (Pratto et al., 1994).

In the labour market and within organisations, dominance and racism are
created and sustained through the interplay between the (policies from)
macro, meso and micro levels (Pratto et al., 2013). All designations of what
constitutes a ‘level’ are arbitrarily based on population size. First, (macro-
level) societal features, such as economic and employment activity, can be
key indicators of the social norms and status of a particular society. For
example, in Belgium, the fact that the gap between the employment rate of
Belgians and non-EU citizens amounts to 27.5% is an alarming statistic that
corresponds with the characteristics of a hierarchical society (Statbel, 2018).
Racial and ethnic oppression can also be detected through the examination
of the policies from, as well as the racial/ethnic structure of, the (meso-level)
institution, organisation or industry itself. Laying claim to this in Belgium is
the fact that policies for integrating first- and even second-generation immi-
grants into the general labour force are claimed to be insufficient or ineffec-
tive (Sustainable Governance Indicators, 2018). Also, in Belgium, research
shows that job applications with foreign sounding names have 30% less
chance of being invited to a job interview compared to applicants with a
similar profile but with a Flemish sounding name (ENAR, 2018). Lastly,
discrimination at a (micro-level) individual basis is noticeable through overt
racist rhetoric and the detection of subtler attitudes and beliefs of specific
individuals. Reflecting this in Belgium is the fact that, according to 22% of
307 delegates of three Belgian trade unions, regular discrimination amongst
staff members in their companies was noticed (RTBF, 2016).

Concerning discrimination in football, while all three levels are of critical
importance to exhaustively understand how dominant hierarchical societies
are generated and preserved, the following section will focus on the meso-
level dimension. At this level, racial and ethnic dominance is established and
maintained in society through institutional discrimination, particularly in the
allotment of basic vocational resources. For instance, public and private
institutions tend to prefer members of (racial and ethnic) dominant groups,
rather than members of subordinate groups when determining a job candi-
date (Pratto & Stewart, 2012). From and within this perspective, this study
reveals the diversity levels among head and assistant coaches in professional
Belgian football in comparison to those of professional football players. By
determining the participation level of racial and ethnic minority individuals
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in football coaching in the form of a census, we can acquire more insight
into whether race and ethnicity are aspects that influence the availability and
accessibility of employment for certain (racial and ethnic minority) indivi-
duals to become elite coaches. We do realise that these statistics alone can
reveal only a limited picture of inclusion, albeit an important starting point
for the discussion around issues that may prevent certain individuals from
obtaining jobs and becoming integrated into society.

The presence and interconnection of race, ethnicity and football
in Belgian society

In Belgium, as in many other European countries, the game of football reigns
supreme in terms of popularity along with socio-economic value compared
to any other sport in the country. With its long-standing history, traced
back to the 1860s, the influence of football weaves its way through the social
fabric of contemporary Belgian society. The presence of this realm is
embraced by many of its cohorts, including but not limited to its 440,107
licensed players who play over 340,000 matches per season on the 8,000
nation-wide football pitches, as well as the 3.8 million people who attended
Belgian Pro League matches in the 2016–2017 season (Deloitte, 2018; Helsen
et al., 2018; Royal Belgian Football Association, 2018). Further emphasising
the impact of football, both from a grassroots and professional viewpoint,
the sport acts as a vehicle for intercultural dialogue, and moreover, it facil-
itates the integration of foreign nationals and those with foreign origins into
Belgian society (Heim et al., 2018; Kassimeris, 2009). As mentioned above,
while it is a catalyst for economic, social and cultural development, racist
ideologies have undermined the game’s soft powers. Moving forward, the
remainder of this study is dedicated to delving deeper into this subject by
illustrating how race and ethnicity operate on the playing field and within the
socio-cultural sphere of professional Belgian football coaching.

Methodology

Conceptualising race and ethnicity

Prior to presenting the racial and ethnic backgrounds of professional Belgian
footballers and coaches, it is imperative that the terms race and ethnicity are
conceptualised. In the 16th century, according to its etymological origins, the
word race denoted kinship and group affiliation. It was not until the 17–18th

century, during the Age of Enlightenment, when the word race acquired
alternative connotations. Throughout this period and into the 19th century,
European biologists and philosophers who were keen to classify human
beings created the process of racial categorisation. This refers to a taxonomy-
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based system where skin colour, amongst other phenotypic features, was
used as the key biological marker to stratify human beings (Richeson &
Sommers, 2016). In many cases, this process has been interpreted and
manipulated as an organising principle that has resulted in hierarchical
societies, stereotyping and racism. Race indeed is an important category in
everyday discourse (in terms of skin colour), although it is not a scientifically
valid concept. Even though scientific consensus is that the social phenom-
enon of race does not exist as a biological category among humans (Claire &
Denis, 2015), race and human variation do have value in the sense that they
function as a categorising principle in everyday life and – as such – also
function as a relevant starting point for the investigation into racial injustices
in contemporary society. In this study, in line with previous research
(Scheerder, 2006), we compartmentalise the racial backgrounds of players
and coaches into two distinct categories, e.g. white and non-white.

Ethnicity like race is a concept that has been socially constructed and is
constantly evolving. In addition, ethnicity is also frequently used as a cate-
gorising principle – e.g. in terms of cultural (group) affiliation. While ethni-
city and race are overlapping concepts that are often used interchangeably,
they are quite distinct in the sense that ethnicity signifies more of a con-
centration and linkage towards citizenship and family origins, but not biol-
ogy like race does (Bhopal, 2004). At the same time, race and ethnicity are
often used in a conflated manner in everyday discourse. Also, there appears
to be a seemingly perpetual fluidity of ethnicity, more so compared to race.
From this point of view, it can be stated that the way in which people eth-
nically identify themselves has proven to be complex in nature as people
may have a connection to multiple ethnicities, at times disconnecting from
one and attaching themselves to another, and constantly alternating between
these identifications (Adair & Rowe, 2010). For instance, one individual may
have a passport from one country, e.g. Belgium, but could also have a parent
or grandparent who was born in another country, e.g. Morocco, thus that
person has Belgian citizenship and origins that can be traced back to (North)
Africa. Another case that could reflect this view is that an individual was
born in one country, migrated to another country and was consequently
naturalised in the host country. In sum, ethnicity refers to a group of people,
usually within particular geographical borders, who hold a common cultural
identity that is based on a shared (perceived) history and is expressed and
identified through (a) communal language(s), religion(s), food/diet, music, art
and sport (Ferriter, 2016). Elaborating on the categorisation of race, in this
study, the ethnicity of non-white footballers and coaches is determined by
both discovering one’s passport (citizenship) and tracing one’s family origins
(ancestry/bloodline). We then classify the ethnicity of these individuals into
clusters on a (sub-)continental basis with a keen focus on those with North
African and sub-Saharan African4 ethnicities, as these individuals are the
most visible (non-European) ethnic minorities in Belgium (Myria, 2018). Like

48 C. Heim et al.



the concept of race, we treat ethnicity as Brown & Langer (2010) do in the
sense that it can be utilised as a gauge to measure concepts such as diversity
and social distance.

Data collection and analysis

The data pertaining to the racial and ethnic backgrounds of players and coa-
ches were collected through the process of content web-based desk-research of
the 24 professional football clubs that comprise the Belgian Pro League (i.e.
the two highest divisions of Belgian football), along with browsing the ‘squad’
and ‘staff’ section of each professional Belgian football club on www.tra
nsfermarkt.com. First, the backgrounds of 530 players were revealed. This
population consists of players who were included in the squads’ selection
during the season 2016–2017, regardless of their playing minutes. Regarding
coaches, we collected data on the 24 head coaches (T1). Additionally, infor-
mation of the assistant coaches (e.g. auxiliary and goalkeeper coaches) was
gathered. Unlike head coaches, the number of assistant coaches varies from
one to three coaches per club, accumulating to 65 assistant coaches.

Results

First, in terms of race, Figure 3.1 illustrates the distribution of white versus
non-white players, head coaches and assistant coaches in the Belgian Pro
League. A clear difference is noticeable between the racial background of play-
ers compared to that of the two (head and assistant) coaching positions. More
specifically, 57.2% (or 303 out of 530) of the footballers have a white racial
background and 42.8% have a non-white racial background, whereas the pro-
portion of non-white individuals for head and assistant coaches is 8.3% and
9.2%, respectively.
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8.3

90.8

9.2

0.0

20.0

40.0

60.0

80.0

100.0

White Non-white
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Figure 3.1 Racial backgrounds of players, head coaches and assistant coaches in the Belgian
Pro-League

Source: Adapted from Corthouts & Scheerder (2017)
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In relation to ethnicity, Figure 3.2 illustrates a breakdown of the ethnicity of the
non-white minorities from Figure 3.1 in professional Belgian football. Specifically,
Figure 3.2 depicts the constitution of the relative share of all non-white players
(42.8%), head coaches (8.3%) and assistant coaches (9.2%) into three identifiable
visible minority categories according to their ethnicity, i.e. North African, sub-
Saharan and other minorities. These statistics embedded in Figure 3.2 are based
on ethnicity as a multitude linkage between one’s nationality and family origins.
Thus, a non-white individual that has the Belgian first nationality and a North
African heritage is included within the North African minority group. From the
proportions shown in Figure 3.2, it can be deduced that 24.2%of all players in the
Belgian Pro League belong to sub-Saharan minorities, accounting for more than
half of all non-white players. In total, only 4.3% of all players in the Belgian Pro
League (2016–2017) belong to non-white North African minorities. Other non-
white players of, for example, American or Asian heritage, constitute 14.3% of all
football players. Another – more balanced – image is noticeable concerning the
division of head and assistant coaches. In terms of the former category, we see that
the North African minorities as well as the sub-Saharan African minorities
represent 4.2% of the total number of head coaches. Additionally, as opposed to
the distribution of non-white players, individuals with a North African ethnicity
make up a larger proportion of the assistant coaches, in particular 6.2% in com-
parison with 3.1% of assistant coaches with a sub-Saharan African ethnicity. Both
for non-white head and assistant coaches, there is no other visible minority pre-
sent in the professional Belgian football league, year 2018–2019.

The culturally vibrant playing landscape of professional Belgian football is
comprised of various ethnic groups. On a continental basis, those with sub-
Saharan African and North African backgrounds combine to make the highest
representation of ethnic minorities. However, there is an under-representation
of sub-Saharan coaches when compared to players of the same origins,
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respectively. Finally, the playing field is shaped by other visible minorities
coming from the Americas (mainly South America), Asia and Oceania. These
particular backgrounds are not represented within the coaching staff.

Discussion

In today’s Belgian football game, Belgians and Europeans constitute the
overwhelming majority of the ethnic spectrum of both footballers and coa-
ches, whereas players of, in particular, a sub-Saharan African ethnic back-
ground are the most frequently represented ethnic minority group.
However, in terms of coaches, this latter demographic is barely visible.
Concerning players, the representation of North African and sub-Saharan
footballers appears to be a dynamic and ever-growing concept, as over the
last six decades, more and more footballers of African origins have launched
their football careers in Belgium (Heim et al., 2018).

First, the increases of players with ethnic ties to North Africa could be paral-
leled to the massive immigration wave during the 1960s when many Moroccans
presumably came to Belgium on a temporary basis when the Belgian govern-
ment passed bilateral immigration agreements. This agreement was primarily for
the purpose of bolstering Belgium’s precarious mining industry at the time.
Eventually a majority settled in the country on a permanent basis, and gradually
acquired Belgian citizenship. Nowadays, these naturalised individuals and even
those of Moroccan ethnic backgrounds who were born on Belgian soil are still
perceived by society as the children of Moroccan migrants. Often this stigma
has resulted in that person feeling as a lesser citizen, and caused identity crises,
or in other words, ‘an illusionary decision concerning what they are with respect
to their parents and society’ (Odasso, 2016: 82). From a Belgian sub-Saharan
African historical perspective, (Darby, 2013:15) states that ‘the pace at which

football has developed in Africa, both as a European venture and a locally organised

pastime, was centrally linked to the nature of Belgian colonial doctrine in the Congo’

with football ironically proving to be an instrument for protest against colonial
rule. Today, as a consequence of European colonisation, turmoil and unrest
continues to exist throughout sub-Saharan Africa, especially the Democratic
Republic of the Congo, it appears that, more than ever, more sub-Saharan
Africans are using professional European football as a channel to escape such
humanitarian crises. While, indeed, this specific working industry has been
successful in reversing ethnic stigmas, and has also provided a plethora of voca-
tional and economic opportunities to footballers of all races and ethnicities,
especially those of African origins, from a more critical standpoint, it can be
interpreted as an appendage of the economic imperialism of the colonial epoch
(Darby, 2013). Certainly, professional Belgian football has had a reputation for
its high player turnover rate, as clubs have considered young foreign players as
an investment, to be bought cheaply and sold to a top tier European league for a
significant profit (Pannenborg, 2012).
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Moving forward to the coaching sector, based on the data above, pre-
liminary results suggest that professional Belgian football is, to a certain
extent, a social system that is premised on the fundamentals of a hierarchy
group-based society where (white) Belgians and Europeans are those with a
positive social value both in playing and coaching positions, and those (non-
white) individuals of African ethnic backgrounds appear to hold a negative
social value in terms of coaching positions. Nevertheless, those with African
backgrounds hold a positive social value when it comes to playing opportu-
nities. Such an approach and association with both football and leadership
skills may have negative consequences when players want to become a coach
after their football career, as it sends a message that specific racial-ethnic
groups are targeted solely for playing opportunities, while other racial-ethnic
groups are privileged to occupy playing, coaching and executive positions.

This social system seems to be compromised by hierarchy-enhancing
legitimising myths in the sense that group-based inequality is created and
sustained by directly specifying who is entitled to rights and jobs. Indeed,
(white) European men continue to dominate leadership and coaching
positions which in turn preserves the status quo of the social status of
the coaching sector and reinforces the hegemonic institutionalised ideol-
ogies and practices of the white dominant group over non-white people
(Kilvington, 2019). Even if there is a proportionate representation of
racial/ethnic minority coaches, we could not imply that diversity pro-
duces equity. This is because minority workers follow a more restricted
pathway to high-level positions where they are limited to formal channels
of mobility based on their credentials and skills. Contrarily, whites not
only have access to formal channels of mobility but also benefit from the
subjective and sometimes biased assessments of their skills and abilities
(Day, 2015).

It is with this insight that we posit that the professional Belgian football
industry is a cultural agent that implicitly socialises the population to nor-
malise the idea that it is acceptable to view (non-white) people with African
ethnicities as inferior to native Belgians and Europeans. In this context, this
means that non-white ethnic minorities are perceived incapable of holding
leadership positions, while white Europeans continue to hegemonise these
roles. However, in order to more precisely determine if this scarcity of
racial-ethnic diversity is emblematic of a profounder set of social problems,
and to understand the varying degree of social dominance orientation of
football stakeholders, a more in-depth study must be executed. Such a qua-
litative ethnographic study would have to become engaged in discourse ana-
lysis pertaining to the rhetoric of the various Belgian football stakeholders.
Through this process we can more thoroughly examine the communication
of these actors with respect to (institutional) discrimination, stereotypes and
racial banter, and better gauge the perceptions of those seeking employment
and those in charge of the hiring process, and moreover, the interaction
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between these groups (Bradbury et al., 2016; Sidanius et al., 2004). All in all,
by identifying and understanding the conditions and factors that contribute
to the reproduction and the potential spread of racist attitudes and group-
based dominance, we can promote a more thorough and active approach
against it. In other words, we can enhance the understanding of racism for
those whose role will be to identify, report and analyse such phenomena,
and in turn, the Belgian football community can then more efficiently create
and implement anti-racism and social inclusion and corporate social
responsibility (CSR) -related policies.

Policy recommendations

Such CSR-related policies and initiatives have displayed the potential to
break down racial and ethnic barriers. For example, at the macro level,
the so-called Belgian Football Law (‘Voetbalwet/ Loi Foot’) is a land-
mark regulation that provides and clarifies the guidelines and underlying
principles for security protocols at football matches. The so-called
Football Unit (‘Voetbalcel/Cellule Football’), within the Belgian Ministry
of Home Affairs, oversees the application of the Football Law by
implementing sanctions and advising stakeholders how to handle con-
crete racist behaviour. However, in this legislation there is no reference
to the internal processes of hiring coaches and executives. Thus, it is
recommended that legislation is proposed, which expands the para-
meters of the law, so that it is inclusive of this subject. In this way, a
specific unit would be responsible for overseeing the collection of data
related to this issue and monitoring it consistently (Bradbury et al.,
2014). From a meso-level perspective, the Royal Belgian Football Asso-
ciation (KBVB/URBSFA) has been keen on offering diversity work-
shops, seminars and conferences on the issues of discrimination and
social inclusion (Heim et al., 2018). Also, professional football clubs5

invest responsibly in social projects that aim to safeguard the cultural
richness and enhance the social cohesiveness of Belgian society6

(Deloitte, 2018). However, there appears to be a shortcoming from both
the national football federation and clubs when addressing the topics of
institutional/structural racism. It is suggested that the national football
association and the respective professional football clubs broaden their
educational strategy in a way that focuses on the topics and subjects of
this study. Elaborating on this, given that the KBVB/URBSFA has
already established social infrastructure, such as the Belgian Football
Coaches Association (BFC), it is recommended that this entity first
subsidises training courses for (racially and ethnically) marginalised and
less privileged individuals, and secondly implements a mentoring/buddy
programme. In turn, these programmes would teach management and
leadership skills, thus acting as a vehicle for racial and ethnic minorities
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to access the top tiers of the game (as coaches) in a way that is currently
unavailable. Lastly, it is advised that the ‘Rooney Rule’ is adopted both
on a national and club level, where the KBVB/URBSFA and profes-
sional Belgian football clubs must interview at least one racial and
ethnic minority candidate in case of a vacancy on a managerial level
(NFL, 2018).

Conclusions

In the foregoing analysis, the aim was to explore how the social phe-
nomena of race and ethnicity function within the professional Belgian
football industry. This was executed through the collection and analysis
of the racial and ethnic backgrounds of footballers, head and assistant
coaches. Ultimately, when the demographics of coaches were compared
to that of professional footballers, individuals with a non-white racial
background and people with sub-Saharan African ethnicity appear to be
marginalised in terms of their access to the necessary resources and skills
to become coaches. Moreover, while the presence of players of (non-
white) African ethnicity has flourished over recent decades, it appears
that this demographic is struggling to break into the upper echelons of
coaching positions. Thus, we posit these (player/athletic) competencies are
not transferred to the coaching sector and leadership positions, as indi-
viduals from, in particular, sub-Saharan Africa are over-represented on
the playing field, but are under-represented on the sidelines and in the
executive boxes. While these preliminary results indicate the features of a
group-based hierarchical society, these statistics alone cannot fully explain
the inequalities that are apparent within the context of coaching posi-
tions, and we do not claim to fully understand the mechanisms that are
turning this social phenomenon. Nevertheless, this study serves as an
open message and a critical starting point to stimulate dialogue and raise
awareness that there is a glass ceiling in professional Belgian football, and
moreover, racial and ethnic barriers are currently prohibiting African
nationals and people of African origins from obtaining coaching and lea-
dership positions.

Notes

1 Of this combined 20.5%, some of the key ethnic identities living in Belgium are
the 311,772 Moroccan, 273,350 Italian, 213,619 French, 186,069 Dutch, 155,488
Turkish, 95,801 Polish, 92,746 Romanian, and 60,257 Congolese (Myria, 2018).

2 Also, the sharp contrast amongst each particular region, with regard to their
respective socio-historical development, languages, contemporary economic status
and political movements requires Belgium to be situated according to its three
regions.
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3 This is a strong increase from 2005 when there were 297,289 who did not have a
Belgian passport.

4 The designation sub-Saharan Africa is commonly used in correspondence with the
UN Statistics Division to indicate the whole of Africa except North Africa, which
consists of the countries Morocco, Mauritania, Algeria, Arab Democratic Repub-
lic of Sahara, Tunisia, Libya and Egypt (United Nations Statistics Division, 2019).

5 22 of 24 clubs have a social inclusion strategy, 16 of 24 clubs have an education
strategy, and 15 of 24 have a health strategy (Deloitte, 2018).

6 298 social projects during the 2016–2017 season. Falling under the responsibility of
‘Community Manager’; 1.7 million euros budget, 58,000 participants in these
projects (Deloitte, 2018).
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Chapter 4

Race, ethnicity, whiteness and
mediated stereotypes in football
coaching

The Dutch context

Jacco van Sterkenburg

Introduction

On 27 November 2016, three panelists in the popular weekly Dutch football
TV talk show Studio Voetbal [Studio Football] discussed the under-
representation of minority ethnic1 coaches in the Dutch highest professional
men’s football league de Eredivisie (https://nos.nl/artikel/2145395-waar-zijn-
de-trainers-met-migrantenachtergrond.html). The debate on diversity in
coaching lasted for about ten minutes and can be considered unusual as the
program usually limits itself to (discussing) the highlights of the matches
played during that weekend, with an emphasis on evaluating (men’s) teams’
and players’ performances. Moreover, Dutch football media in general tend
to circumvent issues of race and ethnicity and instead focus on individual
capacities of players and coaches (Van Sterkenburg et al., 2012). While the
studio panelists – who were mainly men of a minority ethnic background –

acknowledged the underrepresentation of non-White minority ethnic coa-
ches in the Dutch professional league, it was more difficult for them to find
consensus on the possible reasons for this. This is hardly surprising as there
is a lack of research data they could possibly draw on, especially for the
Dutch context. Only very little research has focused on the number of min-
ority (and majority) ethnic coaches in Dutch professional football and the
possible reasons behind the underrepresentation of minority ethnic coaches
in football. This chapter is an attempt to address this knowledge gap. The
aim of the chapter is to provide a numerical overview of racial/ethnic diver-
sity in elite Dutch football coaching and to discuss the mechanisms that
underlie the underrepresentation of minority ethnic coaches in men’s pro-
fessional football.

Dutch context

The point of reference in this chapter is the Dutch context. Dutch society
can be characterized as a multi-ethnic society. The Dutch discourse about

https://nos.nl/
https://nos.nl/


race and ethnicity is usually framed in terms of a variety of ethnic groups
rather than in terms of a Black-White racial binary as is quite regular in
countries such as the US and the UK. Moreover, as scholars such as Essed
& Trienekens (2008) have shown, in the Netherlands the term ‘race’ is
often not mentioned but inherently implicated in the more common
everyday discourse on ‘ethnicity’ that draws on cultural, ethnic and reli-
gious references to categorize people. The conflated character of race and
ethnicity in everyday discourse becomes evident, for instance, in the fact
that a reference to minority ethnic groups usually, in practice, means a
reference to non-White minority ethnic groups in Dutch discourse. Because
of this blending of race and ethnicity in everyday discourse, I often use the
terms race and ethnicity in a conflated manner in this chapter (‘race/ethni-
city’; see also my earlier work, e.g. Van Sterkenburg, 2011; Van Sterken-
burg et al., 2019).

According to the Dutch Central Office for Statistics (CBS), the largest
minority racial/ethnic groups in the Netherlands are the Moroccan-Dutch,
Turkish-Dutch, Surinamese-Dutch and Antillean-Dutch. These minority
groups comprise around 7.5% of the entire Dutch population according to
official statistics which are based on birthplace of parents (CBS, 2018).
According to these statistics, those of Turkish origin constitute the largest
minority group (400,367 people) followed by those of Moroccan (391,088),
Surinamese (349,978), and Antillean2 descent (153,469). While the Sur-
inamese and Antillean minority groups came to the Netherlands as a result
of the colonial past and the process of decolonization in the 1970s and 80s,
the Turkish and Moroccan groups mainly arrived as labor migrants during
the 1960s. In the current conjuncture, it is in particular those of Moroccan
and Turkish origin who are seen as the racial/ethnic Other in everyday and
media discourses in the Netherlands. They are also relatively often lumped
together under the overarching label of ‘Muslims’, with their culture
and religion represented as deviant from Dutch majority norms and values
(Van Sterkenburg et al., 2012).

Dutch multi-ethnic society is reflected in the Dutch professional foot-
ball context. In recent years, it is particularly the Dutch players of Sur-
inamese and Moroccan descent such as Virgil van Dijk and Hakim
Ziyech who are visible in Dutch and international football clubs, while
the Dutch national (men’s) team consists of majority White Dutch play-
ers as well as Dutch players of Caribbean, African and South-American
descent (Vlietstra, 2017, 2019). While the players of Suriname descent
have historically constituted an important part of Dutch club football
teams and the Dutch national men’s team, it is particularly the number of
players of Moroccan decent that has increased in recent years. In
November 2017, 31 Dutch players of Moroccan descent were active at
the highest level in the Dutch football competition – the so-called Eredi-

visie (‘Marokkanen in Eredivisie’). In addition, the amount of foreign
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players that do not have Dutch citizenship increased considerably during
the last 15 years, from around 13% in the 1995/1996 season to around
36% in the 2008/2009 season (Hack, 2008). In recent years the number of
foreign players has more or less stabilized, with a slight decline over the
years – from 232 foreign players in the 2010/2011 season to 192 in the
2018/2019 season (Abbink, 2019).

The racial/ethnic diversity of football players on the pitch stands in stark
contrast with the racial/ethnic homogeneity in football coaching. Bradbury et
al. (2014) concluded that almost all head coach and assistant head coach
positions at elite level football clubs in the main European leagues, including
the Dutch league, are held by White men. These data were, however, col-
lected some time ago and only included the highest level in the Dutch foot-
ball competition (Eredivisie). The current chapter will present more recent
figures thereby including not only the Eredivisie but also the two professional
levels below the Eredivisie, thus including in total the three highest levels of
professional men’s football in the Netherlands (called Eredivisie, Jupiler

League and Tweede Divisie). In total, this includes 56 clubs (18 Eredivisie; 20
Jupiler League; 18 Second Division clubs). The clubs have roughly similar
coaching structures dependent on size and resources, including a head coach
and one or several assistant coaches.

Theoretical perspectives

In this chapter, as in much of my previous work (e.g. Van Sterkenburg et al.,
2019; Van Sterkenburg, 2011), I draw on insights from cultural studies, Cri-
tical Race Theory, and whiteness studies to make sense of race/ethnicity in
football coaching. A cultural studies perspective is useful as it addresses how
meaning making processes related to social dimensions such as race/ethnicity
are always mediated by relations of power in which some social groups are
constructed as included and the norm (the ‘We’) while other social groups
are being excluded and (re)constructed as the ‘Other’ (the ‘They’) (Long &
Hylton, 2002). Cultural studies stresses the importance of popular cultural
practices like football and football coaching in these meaning making pro-
cesses. In so doing, cultural studies scholars assume everyone is racially/eth-
nically positioned (Wekker, 2016) thereby acknowledging the ‘racialness’ of
White as well as Black people. It makes the cultural studies perspective par-
ticularly applicable to this project as most people working in professional
football coaching and leadership are White males thus rendering a critical
reflection on race/ethnicity including whiteness useful.

Insights from cultural studies are supplemented with insights from Cri-
tical Race Theory (CRT) and whiteness theory which emphasize the cen-
trality of race/ethnicity in everyday discourses and in the (re)constructions
of social hierarchies (Hylton, 2009). CRT scholars argue that a critical
study of racial dynamics is fundamental in understanding processes of
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inclusion and exclusion in society and in social domains such as sport. At
the same time, CRT scholars point out how a critical study of race and
ethnicity has often remained at the periphery of academic attention and has
been under-researched in football and football coaching (Rankin-Wright et
al., 2016). This is, in a way, surprising since sport, and particularly football
as a multi-ethnic practice, acts as a major frame of reference in society for
meanings given to race/ethnicity (Bruce, 2004; Carrington, 2011; Ortega &
Feagin, 2017). CRT does place race at the center of analysis and finds it
important to ‘give voice’ to the experiences of minority racial/ethnic groups
in sport, amongst other things those working in positions of leadership and
coaching (Bradbury et al., 2018). This chapter, therefore, like various other
chapters in this edited collection, prioritizes the experiential knowledge
and narratives of minority ethnic football coaches (also Bradbury et al.,
2018; Rankin-Wright et al., 2016).

Racial/ethnic positionedness

Acknowledging the centrality of race/ethnicity in meaning making pro-
cesses also means I will reflect on my own social positionedness as a
White, majority ethnic, male scholar. Being part of the majority racial/
ethnic group, I find myself in a privileged position in (Dutch) multi-ethnic
society. It means, amongst other things, that I have not experienced forms
of racial/ethnic discrimination which minority ethnic interviewees in the
study have faced (Bradbury et al., 2018). Moreover, earlier research has
demonstrated that White people generally have difficulties seeing their own
whiteness and White-situated frames of meaning making which are often
deeply ingrained in everyday (mediated) discourses, especially regarding
issues surrounding race and multi-ethnic society (Ortega & Feagin, 2017).
To avoid, as much as possible, that my writing and analysis would over-
look relevant meanings in the narratives of the minority ethnic inter-
viewees, I give primacy to insights from CRT and cultural studies which
stress the existence of racialized power relations and the importance of self-
reflexivity (Frankenberg, 2004; Van Sterkenburg, 2011). It enables me to
reflect, as much as I can, on my own White-situated discourses and White
privilege while widening at the same time the reservoir of discourses I can
draw on when analyzing and interpreting the narratives of the interviewees
(Van Sterkenburg, 2011; Van Sterkenburg et al., 2019). As such, I believe
that, even though I have, in a way, “appropriated” (Sykes, 1998: 158) the
experiences and stories of the coaches, to make them ‘fit’ for publication,
the coaches’ narratives, as I will present them here, have much value in that
they offer a theoretically informed reflection of their experiences of their
progression along the coach employment pathway, within the Dutch con-
text (Bradbury et al., 2014; 2018; Van Sterkenburg et al., 2019).
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Method

General design

Findings in this chapter draw on two earlier research projects undertaken with
colleagues in the past years (Peeters & Van Sterkenburg, 2017; Bradbury et al.,
2014, 2018). The first project was a small-scale quantitative study commis-
sioned by a Dutch non-profit sport organization (Kennis Centrum Sport –

Knowledge Center Sport) exploring the proportion of minority and majority
ethnic coaches in Dutch professional football in the 2016/2017 season (Peeters
& Van Sterkenburg, 2017). The other, larger, project was commissioned by
the European football association UEFA and the Fare network and was con-
ducted between 2012 and 2014, in cooperation with colleagues from England
and France (Steve Bradbury who was project leader, and Patrick Mignon). The
qualitative part of this international project used in-depth interviews to gain
insights into factors and mechanisms that underlie the underrepresentation of
minority ethnic coaches in football. More specifically, in-depth interviews
were held with 40 minority ethnic coaches in England, France and the Neth-
erlands to gain insights into how they experienced and reflect on their career
pathway into football coaching (Bradbury et al., 2014, 2018). Results from the
interviews in these three countries have been published on an aggregate level
(Bradbury et al., 2014, 2018). However, due to word limitations, there was
relatively little space in those publications to elaborate more in depth on the
specific narratives by the Dutch minority ethnic coaches. The present chapter
fills this gap and presents findings from the interviews held with the Dutch
minority coaches. This allows me to present and discuss more in depth some
aspects which were relevant in this particular national context. It also allows
me to connect recent quantitative findings regarding the proportion of min-
ority ethnic coaches in the Netherlands (Peeters & Van Sterkenburg, 2017)
with explanatory mechanisms that underlie the limited racial/ethnic diversity
within the (Dutch) football coaching corps.

Data and sample

Our quantitative overview of Dutch coaches with a minority ethnic back-
ground was based on desk- and web-based research of available information
by the first author (Peeters & Van Sterkenburg, 2017). For this particular
chapter, we focus on coaching positions in the three highest levels of the
men’s game, with the period 29 November – 22 December 2016 as the
specific reference period for which we collected the data. The focus is on
men’s football since the contrast between racial/ethnic diversity in playing
squads on the one hand and within the coaching tiers of the game on the
other, is particularly evident in the men’s game (also Peeters & Van
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Sterkenburg, 2017). To define ‘people of a minority ethnic background’ we
broadly applied the definition by Bradbury et al. (2014: 9) which means we
referred to minority ethnic groups as people from non-European heritage
including “generationally settled and new migrant populations” drawn from
Asia, Africa, the Caribbean, the Middle-East and Latin-America3. It also
includes the Turkish ethnic population who is often regarded as a visible
minority ethnic group in European countries including the Netherlands
(Bradbury et al., 2014; Peeters & Van Sterkenburg, 2017).

The qualitative findings are based on in-depth interviews with ten Dutch
football coaches of a minority racial/ethnic background (Bradbury et al.,
2014). These coaches have been interviewed by the author of this chapter
and by an assistant researcher within the framework of her internship4. The
interviews lasted between 1.5 and 2 hours and were held face-to-face across
the Netherlands, at a venue of the interviewee’s choosing (e.g. at the football
club, at the office, on an outside terrace), except for one telephone interview
(on request of the interviewee).

The football coaches (25–50 years old) constitute a diverse group in terms
of their ethnic, socio-cultural and educational backgrounds. Their ethnic
backgrounds vary; four of the coaches are of Surinamese origin, two of
Moroccan origin, two of Turkish origin, and two of Moluccan/Indonesian
origin (originating from the Molucca Islands which is an island group in
eastern Indonesia). Most were born in the Netherlands or had lived in the
Netherlands for the majority of their lives. The biographies of the inter-
viewees show that the vast majority of the coaches had been active in pro-
fessional Dutch football as players, mostly at the highest professional level in
the Netherlands (the Eredivisie) or just one level below that. During their
playing careers, the vast majority of the interviewees had played at central
positions in the field – such as central midfielder, central defender, or goal-
keeper. These positions are usually associated with qualities that are also

seen as important for coaching/management such as leadership, tactical
capacities and organizational qualities. In terms of coaching certificates, two
interviewees had obtained the highest certificate possible (UEFA Pro license)
while most had obtained their UEFA A degree at the time of the interview
(one level below the UEFA Pro)5. Even though many respondents had
obtained a coaching certificate that would allow them to be a head coach or
assistant head coach at the highest professional level in football or a head
coach one level below, in reality the interviewees did not occupy such a
position at their clubs. Instead, they held positions as head coaches at the
amateur level or as an assistant head coach in professional football. Only one
of the ten interviewees had managed to become a head coach within the
highest professional level, although not in the Netherlands.

Participants were recruited via diverse networks using the snowball
method, and they were guaranteed anonymity. In general, the interviewee
and interviewer did not know each other prior to the interview. A topic list
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was used for the interviews but the experiences and narratives of the inter-
viewees were central in the interviews in order to make their stories heard
(Bradbury et al., 2018). Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed lit-
erally. A thematic analysis using the steps of open coding, axial coding and
selective coding (Boeije, 2010), in combination with a literature review and
consultations with the other researchers in the project, enabled me to iden-
tify four main themes in the narratives of the coaches. These reflect the
processes and practices which have limited or enabled the career pathways
of the minority coaches who had been interviewed. In the next section I will
present these themes more in depth.

Results

This results section is twofold. Firstly, it will provide the main results from
the quantitative inventory (Peeters & Van Sterkenburg, 2017) followed by
the results from the qualitative study that provide more context to the
quantitative findings.

Underrepresentation of Dutch minority ethnic coaches

Our inventory of the racial/ethnic diversity in the Dutch football coaching
corps shows how the vast majority of coaches within the three highest football
divisions in the Netherlands are Whites of a majority ethnic background.
More specifically, 95% of all head coaches and assistant head coaches who
were active in the highest level of the Dutch professional football Eredivisie
were males of a White majority ethnic background, while only 5% were of a
minority ethnic background. These percentages are slightly more balanced for
the two divisions below although the difference is rather minimal (7% minor-
ity ethnic coaches in the Jupiler League – and 10% in the Second Division).
When we focus on the specific ethnic background of minority ethnic head
coaches or assistant head coaches, it becomes clear that it is mainly men of
Surinamese or Caribbean descent who occupy these roles (three head coaches
and three assistant head coaches), while an ex-professional football player of
Moluccan descent was the head coach of the Rotterdam-based club Feyenoord.
The data also indicate that most minority ethnic coaches in our quantitative
overview worked as an assistant head coach at the time of the project – with
three of them of Surinamese descent, two of Moroccan descent, one of
Moluccan/Indonesian descent and one of Turkish descent.

The skewed figures on race/ethnicity of coaches contrast sharply with the
diversity in the playing squads of the Eredivisie. Both majority and minority
football players participate in large numbers in De Eredivisie, with 60% of
the players being of a majority ethnic background and 40% of a minority
ethnic background, in the period under study. The latter group included
many players of Surinamese and Moroccan descent.
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Within a European perspective, the skewed percentages are not that sur-
prising as the figures for the Dutch context are quite similar to those of
other European elite football leagues as they were found some years ago.
More specifically, Bradbury et al. (2014) showed that only 3.4% of all foot-
ball coaches in the selected European club football competitions (England,
Germany, Spain, Belgium, France, Italy and the Netherlands) were of a
minority ethnic background.

In order to gain more insights into the reasons behind these numbers and
percentages I now turn to the qualitative findings from the interviews with
minority ethnic coaches. The following four themes emerged from the
interviews with Dutch minority ethnic coaches: ‘Implicit mechanisms of
racial/ethnic exclusion and discrimination’, ‘Inclusivity/exclusivity of net-
works’, ‘Stereotypes, lack of role models and the role of the media’, and
‘Whiteness and playing down oppositional racial/ethnic identities’. The
themes broadly overlap with the themes found on a European scale in the
earlier overarching study by Bradbury et al. (2014) but with national dis-
tinctions for the Dutch case6.

Implicit mechanisms of racial/ethnic exclusion and discrimination

When interviewees reflect on experiences of racial/ethnic inclusion, exclu-
sion and discrimination, two strands of reasoning permeate the interviews.
First of all, some coaches argue there is no racism in professional football
and that individual qualities are key in achieving a coaching position. Even
though these interviewees acknowledge that minority ethnic coaches may be
underrepresented in football coaching positions, they argue this is unrelated
to racial/ethnic discrimination within the football culture. Instead, they argue
that minority ethnic coaches themselves are not ambitious enough, not dis-
ciplined enough to pass the educational KNVB (national football federation)
courses, or have difficulty accessing the right networks because they have not
mastered the Dutch language well enough (which hinders the process of
networking). For some, this line of reasoning, with an emphasis on indivi-
dual responsibility, individual agency and ambition, probably worked well in
their own career; individual ambition and hard work were the ingredients
necessary for them in their playing career or to reach the coaching position
they currently occupy. In sum, they deal with a possible glass ceiling effect
for minority ethnic coaches (Bradbury et al., 2014) by considering it quite
irrelevant; if there is indeed a glass ceiling, their argument goes, it is just a
matter of working harder to break through that glass ceiling.

If you close your eyes and work hard, you can exceed all. Suppose people or

players feel disadvantaged, you have to work harder and neglect that.
(Surinamese-Dutch interviewee)
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Another strand of reasoning among the coaches, which was more dominant

in the interviews, was the experience of a range of overt and more institutional
and cultural forms of racism that limited coaching career pathways. Various
minority ethnic coaches speak of a racialized football culture which makes it
relatively hard for them to reach the top as a coach. A recurring theme in
many of the interviews is that minority ethnic football coaches feel they have
to work harder than Whites to get the same opportunities.

Yes I believe you are being stigmatized easier. If a foreigner acts in a certain

way, they will say; you see. They lump all individuals together like ‘they are

all…’. And for the majority Dutch this is different, I believe they get more

chances…

(Surinamese-Dutch interviewee)

In line with this are remarks that minority ethnic coaches are watched
more closely by relevant stakeholders in the football sector. For some
interviewees, this has resulted in feelings of insecurity which hinders them
in their career. Minority ethnic coaches feel they tend to be judged nega-
tively because they are seen as culturally different in terms of their
language, ways of talking and presenting themselves. Some experience real
frustration for never being asked for vacant coaching positions even
though their resume as a coach is good enough and they have the required
certificates.

[Interviewer: In the end your ambition is to become a head coach; Do
you think you would have been in that position already if you had been
White, do you think it would have been easier?]

Yes I think so, I do have that feeling. […] That is frustrating yes. If I see

what I have performed, others have performed less well. I do not know what are

their qualities but if I look at their CV; I have a big name as a player, I have

performed well as a coach, and I have not been engaged in messy stuff that may

make clubs think ‘we should not hire him as he gets into fights, he has been into

trouble with the board’ […] Huistra has just been fired as the coach of FC

Groningen, the coach at FC Bruges has been fired recently, I have a good name

in Belgium. Then I am depressed for a week; why was my name not mentioned?

I get really disappointed then; I feel really small.
[Interviewer: […] and you cannot find out why your name is not being

mentioned?]
No no. They have never said ‘you are too black’.

[Interviewer: People probably never say such a thing explicitly. Is that
something that could be the reason, in your opinion?]

Yes of course.

(Surinamese-Dutch interviewee)
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In a similar vein, a few respondents who work as an assistant head coach
in a professional football club report that club owners are reluctant to
appoint them as the head coach of the first team because they are afraid of
negative reactions on the part of fans and sponsors for whom a minority
ethnic coach would not be acceptable.

Well look, our coach will leave this year. And the question is; who will be next

year’s coach? And the technical manager of the club wants to present me as the

new head coach. I do not have the required certificate for that yet but it may be

possible with his certificate. The only problem is that he says; ‘How will the

outside world react to that, how will sponsors react?’

[Interviewer: What do you mean?]
How will they react to a foreigner as a coach? He [the technical manager]

supports me, he has brought me here. He knows my qualities but he asks himself

‘how will the outside world react?’ So, he is thinking about that, unconsciously.
(Moroccan-Dutch interviewee)

Inclusivity/exclusivity of networks

One of the aspects mentioned by interviewees as key in the coaching career
pathway is being part of the right networks. The vast majority of respon-
dents argue that individual networks are very important in making the tran-
sition from a player to a coach and in climbing the ladder as a coach. Some
even state that being in the right network outweighs individual coaching
qualities (also Bradbury et al., 2018): “It is not about how much you know but

about how many people you know” (Moroccan-Dutch interviewee). And even
though some do not agree with the key importance ascribed here to having
the right contacts, most do mention the importance of certain key figures
when reflecting on their transition from player to coach. These key figures –
almost all White male head coaches or club owners – provided them with
the opportunity to start to work as a coach after their career as a player. At
the same time, most emphasize that these opportunities were not sufficient
to make the transition; opportunities given by others should be combined
with individual initiative. Coaches should, for instance, build a network
themselves and get in touch with relevant people, preferably during their
period as a player already; “you really have to go after it yourself” (Moroccan-
Dutch interviewee). Not surprisingly, therefore, the interview data show that
having been an active player at the highest levels of Dutch professional
football is a huge advantage for making the transition from player to coach
in the professional game. Those who have been active as professional players
generally report to have a broader network of people within the football
sector who may hire them as a coach or manager after their career compared
to those who have passed the coaching education successfully but have not

been active as a player at the highest level.
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It is important in the football world that you establish contacts here and there,

even if that means that you start a conversation with those who pay your salary

after the match […] I was always open to people, also with sponsors, they also

want to… then you just talk to those people.

(Turkish-Dutch interviewee about his playing career)

Some interviewees explain the underrepresentation of minority ethnic
coaches in elite football – an underrepresentation which they all acknowledge –

by pointing to a lack of such individual initiative on the part of the minority
coaches themselves. They describe minority ethnic players or coaches as
being, amongst other things, more relaxed than Whites, as giving up rela-
tively easy and as going for alternative career paths. Having said that, many
interviewees also, regardless of having played at the elite level or not, con-
sider the underrepresentation of minority ethnic coaches a serious problem.
In their opinion, the quality of football coaching in general would improve
when more minority ethnic coaches would be active at the highest levels,
amongst other things because minority ethnic coaches are better able to
motivate and work with (the many) minority ethnic players who are active in
Dutch football. The following quotation from a youth coach at a profes-
sional football club illustrates this:

I have noticed that, if there is some issue with a minority ethnic player, they tend to

approach me, or their parents approach me, instead of them going to […]. Just the

other day I received a phone call from a parent of a player of another team who is

also of minority ethnic background. They were not satisfied about something. I

advised them to talk to their own coach. So, they approach me, it has to do with the

fact that I have the same ethnic background, it makes it easier for them.

(Moluccan-Dutch interviewee)

Some respondents argue that their minority background has helped them in
their coaching career because those who hired them perceived their back-
ground as an advantage to cope with players that shared their (minority) ethnic
background. This was an exception, however. In general, interviewees stated
their minority ethnic background was not an enabling factor in their coaching
career and was not seen as an advantage by clubs or the football association.

Some interviewees suggest a direct link between the underrepresentation of
minority ethnic coaches and the underrepresentation of minority ethnic
groups in powerful governance positions in the football world who decide on
hiring new coaches. Most are careful to make such a direct connection
between the whiteness of football governance and the whiteness of coaching
positions, though. Some do mention, however, that White football managers
and club owners hold racial/ethnic stereotypes that frame racial/ethnic mino-
rities as good athletes but not as good managers or coaches. I will return to
the role of racial/ethnic stereotypes in more detail in the next section.

Race, ethnicity, whiteness and coaching 69



Stereotypes, lack of role models and the role of the media

One aspect that interviewees experienced as further marginalizing their
position as a coach is the widespread circulation of racial/ethnic stereotypes.
Interviewees argue that specific stereotypes are commonly used in the foot-
ball sector resulting in racial/ethnic minorities being seen as good football
players but not fit for management or leadership.

It will never be expressed explicitly, but there is a certain feeling that minority

ethnic people are less educated and that it [their underrepresentation in coach-

ing] has to do with that; ‘They can play football well but they are not fit for

certain positions or for policy making’, they just do not see that.
(Moluccan-Dutch interviewee)

Paradoxically, the interviewees also often use the same hegemonic ste-
reotypes themselves to give meaning to players of various racial/ethnic
backgrounds. In other words, even though the interviewees are critical of
these stereotypes in the context of coaching and realize the stereotypes may
have a detrimental effect on their careers, the coaches are also complicit
with the maintenance and reproduction of these stereotypes when they
describe players.

If you had to play against a Black player, you knew in advance he would

probably be fast. But he often was. If you played against a Moroccan, they are

technically gifted. What is very striking is that when you take a look at Africa,

or Asia, Saudi Arabia is a good example, they have plenty of opportunities,

financially etcetera, but their play is very poor in terms of tactics, reading the

game.

(Surinamese-Dutch interviewee)

Sometimes, the coaches challenged the commonly held stereotypes that
associate Black players with physical strength and poor tactical or manage-
ment qualities:

There are all kinds of stigmas […] but I do not think in that way. Brazil has

become world champions five times, there are enough tactically-gifted Black

players. I think it is too silly to talk about. I do know what you mean, but I

believe it is too irrelevant to talk about.
(Surinamese-Dutch interviewee)

Related to the issue of stereotyping was a discussion about role models. Most
interviewees argued that role models of football coaches are usually White
and that role models of a (non-White) minority ethnic background are lack-
ing. This is unfortunate, they stress, as role models may show minority
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ethnic youth/players that it is possible to achieve a career as a football coach.
This may be important as many minority ethnic youth do not really seem to
consider this as a realistic career path. However, even though the importance
of role models is acknowledged by some of the interviewees, these inter-
viewees also state they do not consider the lack of role models as a key
reason for the current underrepresentation of minority ethnic coaches in
football. Furthermore, a Turkish-Dutch coach states that Turkish-Dutch
youth do not want to pursue a coaching career in the Netherlands anyhow;
if they have the ambition to become a coach, then this will be in Turkey
instead of the Netherlands. These kinds of statements were also applied
when discussing minority ethnic players; some argue that talented minority
ethnic players in Dutch clubs may not feel represented at the coaching level
which is mainly White, and therefore do not feel completely at home at their
clubs. This makes it easier for them to opt for a club abroad or (when
having a double passport) to choose the national team of the country of
familial origin instead of the Dutch national team. The assumption under-
lying this line of thought is that minority ethnic players may feel more
included when they feel represented at the coaching or leadership level by
people who share their racial/ethnic background.

Whiteness and playing down oppositional racial/ethnic identities

In general, and as has become clear from the preceding sections, the inter-
viewees see the football coaching industry as a predominantly White con-
text. Results show that minority ethnic coaches negotiate carefully their
racial/ethnic identity vis-a-vis other actors in a White-situated football world.
Some interviewees use a different strategy to deal with their minority ethnic
status in the football context. They say not to care about racism in football
as they do not look at football in that way and do not ‘see’ race or ethnicity
themselves. Some, on the other hand, consciously downplay their minority
ethnic identity as they feel that may disadvantage them. This may have
negative repercussions, however, for their coaching career. One respondent
argues that, due to his minority background, he is always careful in what he
says and does, ensuring he does not make any missteps as those missteps
may be linked to his race/ethnicity. At the same time, he argues this care-
fulness is also counterproductive as it does not facilitate making new con-
tacts and creating new networks which are important to make the next step
in his career.

We are not good in networking, we are not good in lobbying. […] We are

perhaps a bit too modest, as we always had to maneuver in a careful, modest

role while it would be better to actually open our mouths.

(Surinamese-Dutch interviewee)

Race, ethnicity, whiteness and coaching 71



Another interviewee expresses similar concerns and also refers to other
actors than the football industry per se, such as the media. In particular, he
states that the media have the tendency to focus on his minority status, as an
explanation for the choices he makes. This happened to him, for instance,
when he hired players who share his (Moroccan-Dutch) ethnicity.

I have had a few questions about that earlier in my career, after I had hired

five players of Moroccan descent. I have asked [the journalist] about the reason

for his questions: ‘I do not understand why you ask me this, can you explain

that to me?’ Well, then the standard reply was ‘Well it is a legitimate question

or not? You are of Moroccan origin, you have been engaged with the theme of

ethnicity in football, and you now have five Moroccan-Dutch players in the

squad’.
(Moroccan-Dutch interviewee)

It is interesting, of course, to consider whether similar questions would
have been posed to a White majority ethnic coach if he would have hired
five players who share his (White majority) ethnic background. This seems
unlikely and shows how normative whiteness operates in football manage-
ment and leadership. I will return to that in the Discussion section.

Discussion

This chapter has shown how the hegemonic and often naturalized narrative of
professional football as an egalitarian and meritocratic space reflexive of multi-
ethnic society deserves some critical reflection (Bradbury et al., 2018; Rankin-
Wright et al., 2016). Using cultural studies and CRT insights, this chapter has
revealed how implicit and often unacknowledged forms of racial/ethnic ste-
reotyping and racial/ethnic inclusion and exclusion negatively influence the
opportunities and ambitions of minority ethnic football coaches in the
Netherlands. Based on the narratives of our interviewees, it seems that mean-
ings about the football coaching profession that circulate within the (Dutch)
football industry have racialized/ethnicized sub-texts in which those of a
majority ethnic (White) background tend to be associated with ‘normative’
management and leadership skills and those of a (non-White) minority ethnic
background with natural ‘playing’ and ‘athletic’ skills (also Bradbury et al.,
2018). Much research has been done about how the sport media draw on and
reproduce such stereotypes (e.g. Ortega & Feagin, 2017; Hylton, 2009), with
White players being represented as capable in terms of tactical capabilities and
organizational skills, and Black players as naturally athletic, fast and strong.
However, scholars have paid only very little attention to how such racialized
meanings may linger on in the domain of football coaching as well. The nar-
ratives presented in this chapter show how the racial/ethnic stereotypes and
racialized myths also seem to permeate the discourses surrounding football
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coaching, with negative effects for the careers of minority ethnic coaches. This
is combined with a lack of minority ethnic role models in football coaching
(Peeters & Van Sterkenburg, 2017). Hylton (2018) argued in this respect that
the racial/ethnic homogeneity within the football coaching corps can create an
image of football organizations as “effective at keeping marginalized groups away

because those environments do not reflect them” (Hylton 2018: 31).
Such experiences of racial/ethnic exclusion and marginalization in man-

agement and leadership have been found for other sports and contexts as
well such as football in the English and French contexts, and cricket and
rugby in England (Bradbury et al., 2014; Bradbury et al., 2018; Hylton 2018;
Long & Hylton, 2002). It also illustrates how whiteness operates within the
sport and football domains. Whiteness can be seen as a discourse which
privileges White people, amongst other things by framing racial/ethnic
minorities as different from the norm, and by associating White majority
ethnic people with traits that are seen as normative and desirable for posi-
tions of leadership and management. Within such a discourse of whiteness,
non-White people become associated with executive (playing) rather than
managerial roles (e.g. being seen as a good athlete or a good ‘natural’ enter-
tainer). Our results illustrate how minority ethnic coaches experience such
operation of whiteness on a regular basis. This is evident when coaches
report that club owners are reluctant to appoint them as the head coach of
the first team because they are afraid of negative reactions on the part of fans
and sponsors, or when minority ethnic coaches feel they are being judged in
negative ways because they are seen as culturally ‘different’ in terms of their
language, ways of talking and presenting themselves (see results section).
There was a consensus amongst most interviewees in this study about the
existence of subtle racisms of this kind in the Dutch football sector. At the
same time, the minority coaches who were interviewed deal with this in
different ways – some say they ignore it, some work harder to overcome the
prejudice, some become frustrated. Regardless of the variation in coping
strategies, though, a recurring theme in many of the interviews was that
minority ethnic football coaches feel they have to work harder than
their majority ethnic counterparts to get the same opportunities. Further-
more, most interviewees consider the whiteness of the (Dutch) football
coaching corps problematic. Many coined the underrepresentation of min-
ority ethnic coaches in Dutch professional football a serious issue.

Paradoxically, the coaches in our study not only criticized the racialized
stereotypes and myths but they also reinforced them using the same racial
stereotypes when talking about players of diverse origins. It reflects the per-
vasiveness of stereotypes and that whiteness is being “produced by everyone”

(Hylton, 2018: 45). A discourse of whiteness was also evident when inter-
viewees argued that they feel the need to conform to whiteness norms in
their actual coaching practices, as a way to gain acceptance within a White-
dominated football world. Interviewees argued, for instance, they had to
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maneuver “in a modest role”, not make any missteps, and downplay their
minority identities, amongst other things (see also results section). It reveals
how minority coaches seem to internalize a White-situated perception of
themselves as the racial/ethnic ‘Other’ and how minority coaches feel the
need to conform or adjust to whiteness in their coaching practices and
behavior. Such adoption of whiteness discourses and norms may facilitate
their individual careers in the short term, but it also serves to reinforce
racial/ethnic hierarchies, stereotypes and myths of blackness in football in
the longer term (Hylton, 2018).

Conclusions and recommendations

By giving voice to the (anonymized) narratives of ten Dutch coaches of a
minority ethnic background, this chapter hopefully contributes to
increase the awareness of the role that whiteness and racial/ethnic stereo-
types play in the underrepresentation of minority ethnic coaches in pro-
fessional football. This is especially relevant since the obstacles to a more
diverse and inclusive football coaching culture are persistent. This applies
to the Dutch professional football (and sport) context as well, where an
emphasis on individual/team performance and individual ‘quality’ seems
to go hand in hand with a relatively limited focus on how race/ethnicity
may operate in a more structural way in football coaching and leadership.
I will, therefore, end this chapter with a few recommendations that can
help break the glass ceiling as experienced by minority ethnic coaches in
this study, in a more or less structural manner. Many of these recom-
mendations originate from the coaches that have been interviewed. The
recommendations can be sorted in four main areas which are (1) coach
education support, (2) coach employment practices, (3) improved net-
working, and (4) media stereotypes.

Firstly, in relation to coach education support, interviewees argued that the
(Dutch) football association can provide stronger support for minority ethnic
coaches in their transition from player to coach. This can be achieved, for
instance, by giving extra ‘points’ to those with a minority ethnic background
who want to access the top-level UEFA Pro course so that they have a slight
advantage in reaching the required threshold to get access. A certain number
of points is required for a candidate to get access to the UEFA Pro course and
the number of points a candidate gets is based on a variety of criteria such as
educational capacities, learning abilities (openness to new ideas), performance
in earlier coach education, experience as a coach and as a player, etcetera
(information from Dutch ex-football coach Co Adriaanse in the earlier
mentioned broadcast Studio Voetbal [Studio Football]). Some interviewees
reject such affirmative action, but nevertheless state that the football associa-
tion can encourage football clubs to hire minority ethnic coaches and monitor
their progress within these clubs.
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Secondly, regarding coach employment opportunities, some interviewees
recommend the implementation of the Rooney Rule which means that clubs
have to invite (at least) one minority ethnic candidate for a vacancy for a
head coach. Respondents mention that this will increase the opportunities
for minority ethnic coaches to be invited for a job interview. Moreover, they
argue that being invited in itself is of added value (even when not getting the
job) since this enhances network building. Moreover, I would add, such
face-to-face interviews may challenge some deeply ingrained popular stereo-
types on the part of (usually White) club owners about Black people and/or
minority ethnic groups.

Thirdly, given the importance of networking and the obstacle this poses to
minority coaches (see results) it was suggested that football associations and/
or UEFA create a database that includes the names of all certified coaches of
minority ethnic background who passed the UEFA Pro course. A database
would enable football associations to widen their network and pro-actively
contact capable minority ethnic coaches when relevant, for instance when
there is a vacancy in the organization but also for smaller activities – like
when a guest speaker is needed for an educational course, a conference, or
otherwise. Such a database would also be useful to minority ethnic players
wanting to become a coach. Again, this will broaden the network of minor-
ity ethnic coaches.

Fourthly and lastly, given the detrimental effect of racial/ethnic stereo-
typing on the popular perception toward minority ethnic groups, in parti-
cular toward Black (ex-)footballers as fit for playing but not for organizing
sport, it is important to turn to the role of sport media. I concur with
Ortega and Feagin (2017: 28) who argue that “white media owners and asso-

ciated media decision makers must end the constant barrage in reproducing […]

racialized narratives of racist framing by implementing creative and accurate

programming of people of colour instead of lazily employing the old racist

frames”. An important part of such ‘accurate programming’, I would argue,
are also debates and discussions in mainstream media programs that
address the underrepresentation of minority ethnic coaches at the elite
level, thus raising awareness of the topic amongst relevant stakeholders like
football journalists or those working in football governance. In that regard,
the football talk show Studio Voetbal that I discussed in the beginning of the
chapter was unique and offers some hope. At the same time, however, the
broadcast also showed the persistent use of a hegemonic narrative of foot-
ball and football coaching as merely meritocratic and independent from
any racialized discourse. It illustrates how any change in this regard will
require long-term reflections and intervention projects (Ortega & Feagin,
2017) as well as ongoing research that keeps monitoring, exploring and
discussing (unequal) treatment of and access to coaching positions for
minority ethnic coaches.
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Notes

1 I use the term ‘minority ethnic’ here since this reflects the Dutch everyday dis-
course where those who are perceived as belonging to a racial or ethnic minority
group are usually referred to as ‘minority ethnic groups’ [‘etnische minderheden’]
(rather than minority racial groups). At the same time, race and ethnicity are often
used in a conflated manner in everyday talk. I will return to the use of the terms
‘ethnicity’ and ‘race’ in Dutch everyday discourse later on in this chapter.

2 The term used in the official statistics to refer to this ethnic group is ‘(former)
Dutch-Antilles and Aruba’. The term ‘Antilles/Antillean’ is more commonly used
in everyday Dutch discourse, though, to refer to people who originate from the
islands/countries that constitute the (former) Dutch-Antilles and Aruba, and I
therefore also use that terminology here.

3 The category of ‘Latin-American’ was not mentioned explicitly in Bradbury et al.
(2014) but is relevant in the Dutch football context given the presence of Latin-
American football players.

4 In total 11 interviews have been conducted but one was with a White KNVB
(Dutch football association) educator in order to gain more insight into the coach
education. I want to thank the KNVB for their cooperation in this respect, and the
assistant researcher Kelly Elskamp for the effort she has put into the interviewing
and transcription.

5 One of our interviewees had only obtained his UEFA C certificate and had mainly
been active in leadership instead of coaching roles in professional football.

6 It also means that some of the quotations by the coaches mentioned in this chap-
ter overlap with those in Bradbury et al. (2014; 2018).
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Chapter 5

British Asian football coaches

Exploring the barriers and advocating
action in English football

Daniel Kilvington

Introduction

Although people with South Asian heritage have a history in British football
that stretches back over a century (Kilvington, 2016), there have been very
few success stories observed within English professional football. British
Asians1 have historically been excluded from the ‘beautiful game’ as players,
fans, administrators, managers, coaches and scouts. Although many studies
have explored the exclusion of British Asian football players (Bains & Patel,
1996; Bains & Johal, 1998; Burdsey, 2004a, 2004b; 2007; Johal, 2001; Kil-
vington, 2012, 2013, 2016, 2017; McGuire et al., 2001; Randhawa, 2011),
very few have investigated the exclusion of British Asians as coaches and
managers.2 This chapter intends to critically understand the barriers that
British Asian football coaches encounter and promote recommendations for
reform, at various levels of the game.

A racialised disparity exists between on- and off-field representation when
considering black and South Asian heritage inclusion within football. While
a quarter of the 3,700 professional players are black, with black British
players accounting for 15 per cent of all professionals since the mid-1990s,
British Asians, on the other hand, constitute around 0.25 per cent of pro-
fessional players (Bradbury, 2001; Kilvington, 2018). This under-representa-
tion is worthy of critical examination as evidence suggests that football is a
popular pastime among British Asian communities (Sport England, 2018).
Furthermore, recent studies have shown that of 482 senior coaches in pro-
fessional football, 20 are black (Bradbury, 2017a) while only two are British
Asian (Kilvington, 2018). While black players are in fact over-represented on
the playing field, British Asians are doubly marginalised as they are absent as
players, coaches and managers. Considering that the British Asian popula-
tion is double that of the black British population, it is perhaps noteworthy
and intriguing as to why the former group is marginalised both on and off
the field (Kilvington, 2016, 2017, 2018). This chapter aims to desegregate
generalised BAME3 (Black, Asian and minority ethnic) experiences and
focus on the stories of British Asian football coaches.



This chapter begins by briefly conceptualising ‘race’ and racisms before
contextualising British Asian experiences in English football. Second, a
methodology, which utilises a Critical Race Theory (CRT) framework, will
critically discuss the employed methods. Third, oral testimonies of British
Asian coaches will be presented to help us comprehend the exclusion of
British Asian coaches. Exclusionary barriers will be highlighted such as
access and pathways, racisms, and a lack of role models. The final section
concludes and offers several recommendations for reform, generated from
the experiences of British Asian coaches.

‘Race’, racism and the experiences of British Asians in football

This chapter draws on CRT to help ‘examine the racism in society that pri-
vileges whiteness as it disadvantages others because of their “blackness”’
(Hylton, 2009: 22). CRT scholars postulate that ‘race’ is a central component
in the structuring of contemporary societies. Conversely, football is often
presented as an exception because fairness, egalitarianism and meritocracy
lay at its core (Hylton, 2009; Kilvington, 2016; Lusted, 2017). Burdsey (2007),
Kilvington (2016) and Ratna (2014) all illustrate how racisms have worked to
exclude British Asian male and females within English football, at all levels.
The power and perseverance of ‘race’ must not be understated as it acts as
the precursor to racism – the effect of ‘race’ thinking.

Racism has adapted to survive and we now live in a world where multiple
forms of racism exist. Overt racism, which is very visible and relatively easy
to identify, was a major problem within English football during the 1960s
and 1970s as more black players started to emerge. Back et al. (2001) and
Burdsey (2007) both provide evidence of anti-Asian and anti-Muslim football
chants, respectively, within English football.

Another form is inferential racism, otherwise called ‘stealth racism’

(Johnson, 2007: 27). This type of racism is strongly influenced by stereo-
types, which Stangor (2009: 2) describes as ‘the traits that come to mind quickly

when we think about the groups’. As Kilvington (2012) notes, inferential racism
has marginalised British Asian players within the recruitment system as they
are commonly perceived by some scouts to be physically weaker than their
white or black counterparts.

Arguably, inferential racism influences social actions and structures and
leads to another type of racism, known as institutional racism. Institutional
racism, a form which is integral to this chapter, is often hidden and invi-
sible. The very fact that scouting networks overlook predominantly British
Asian football environments showcases an inequality of opportunity and
thus, by definition, illustrates institutionalised racism (Kilvington, 2016).
Yet, the foundations of contemporary racism are to be found disguised
within institutions and organisations, meaning that it is very hard to iden-
tify and challenge. As Zarate (2009: 388) notes, it is possible for one to
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‘document the underrepresentation of minorities among elected and appointed

officials’, but it may be ‘virtually impossible to identify any specific instance of

racism’. This form of racism ‘operates as a boundary keeping mechanism whose

primary purpose is to maintain social distance between racial elite and racial non-

elite’ (Coates, 2011: 121 cited in Farrington et al., 2015: 36). Within a sports
context the ‘racial elite’ becomes a synonym for whiteness while the ‘racial
non-elite’ refers to BAME communities. Scholars including Back et al.
(2001), Kilvington (2016, 2018), Singer et al. (2010) and Regan & Feagin
(2017) have documented how institutionally racist practices operate and
manifest within sport.

Feagin (2006) argues that racism is structurally embedded within institu-
tions, such as football. He notes that racism exists at a societal level as well
as an individual level. In other words, if racism was magically eradicated
from the consciousness of every individual, racism would still be embedded
in the institutional structures that continue to oppress minority ethnic com-
munities, such as housing, education, the legal system, healthcare, and so on.
Racism is therefore manifest within society and is socially reproduced across
generations. Bonilla-Silva (2003) suggests that the ‘white habitus’, for exam-
ple, encourages solidarity and connectedness amongst whites and reinforces
‘white’ behaviour, practices and performances. Within football, whites thus
remain in control and this maintains the exclusion of current and aspiring
BAME coaches due to the institutionalised tendency of white decision
makers promoting and hiring white candidates over people of colour (see
Cunningham & Sagas, 2005; Kilvington, 2018; Sartore & Cunningham,
2006). For Feagin (2006), these decisions made by gatekeepers are influenced
by the white racial frame – whites’ collective memories and histories which
are influenced by cultural representations and stereotypes.

A plethora of studies have highlighted the role ‘race’ and the various
forms of racism have played in the continued exclusion of British Asians in
English football (Burdsey, 2007; Kilvington, 2016, 2017; Ratna, 2014).
Although Roy Smith, Ricky Heppolette and Jimmy Carter, all South Asian
descent, blazed a football trail between the 1950s and early 1990s, very little
has changed regarding British Asian participation at elite level. Because there
have been few success stories at the professional level, racially motivated
stereotypes remain, such as that parents prioritise education, religion out-
weighs sport, football is unpopular and physical sports are not suited to the
‘Asian frame’. Although there may be a degree of truth to some of these
common-sense rationales (particularly among first generation migrant
experiences), they have continued to be embellished and popularly
employed to explain the exclusion of British Asians from English profes-
sional football. In turn, British Asians are perceived as the determining
agents in their own exclusion (Burdsey, 2007).

Several recent studies have investigated the BAME exclusion from coaching
and management positions within football (Bradbury 2014, 2016). Bradbury
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(2014) found that only 1 per cent of senior coaching positions at elite level
professional clubs and national teams across Europe are held by minority per-
sonnel. The LMA (2015) similarly provide detailed quantitative statistics to
illustrate the exclusion. In short, research indicates that BAME coaches and
managers are largely excluded within English professional football. However, it
could be argued that British Asians, the UK’s largest minority ethnic group,
perhaps encounter additional barriers when compared to other BAME football
communities (Bradbury, 2017b; Kilvington, 2016, 2018).

Bradbury (2017b) suggests that minority coaches who have little connection
to the professional game struggle to gain support from senior club staff to
attend Higher Level Coach Education (HLCE) courses. While well-known
black players are generally welcomed onto HLCE courses based on their prior
status, British Asian coaches are arguably ‘doubly marginalised by their lack of

prior professional experience as players and by their embodied (and negatively

assumed), ethnic, cultural and religious distinctiveness’ (Bradbury, 2017b: 19).
Bourdieu (1984) notes that participating in sport depends on the eco-

nomic, cultural and physical capitals that we possess. For Tinning and Fitz-
clarence (1992), ideologies are shaped through one’s relationships with
popular culture, media and institutional sites. Valued bodies are thus
understood, and contextualised, via a negotiation through ‘today’s image-

heavy, postmodern and individualised world where self-worth and one’s place in

society are closely tied to the self-managed, but fluid, body’ (Hill & Azzarito, 2012:
265). Kilvington (2018: 6) postulates:

British Asians are not considered the traditional embodiment of a football

coach… Because of this, due to their paucity in football, and a lack of role

models, individuals are racially framed according to external markers such as

‘race’, ethnicity and religion… In turn, British Asian coaches continue to be

perceived as a gamble.

These stereotypes arguably help preserve the status quo as clubs continue to
operate ‘patterns of institutional closure’ by recruiting ‘within the dominant

(white) social and cultural networks of the professional football industry’ (Brad-
bury, 2017b: 12–13). Previous literature has identified the multiple barriers
that BAME football coaches encounter but it could be suggested that greater
attention and scrutiny should be awarded to British Asian experiences to,
first, uncover whether there are additional obstacles and, second, highlight
what these are, if any, and how they impact upon British Asian coaching
experiences.

Methodology

This chapter employs CRT because it allows us to critically comprehend ‘the

all-encompassing web of race to further our understanding of inequality’ (Zamudio
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et al., 2011: 3). Hylton (2009; 2010), among others, notes that there are five
main themes of CRT. First, ‘race’ is considered a central component when
investigating inequality. Racial inequality is not on the margins of social life
but, as Zamudio et al. (2011: 3) postulate, it ‘permeates every aspect of social life
from minute, intimate relationships … to the neighbourhoods we live in, and the

schools we go to … all the way to the macro-economic system’. Second, ‘race’
neutrality, which is arguably manifest in the football psyche, is challenged.
The third tenet seeks social justice and transformation as CRT advocates
suggest that ‘gains made through the legal system, and state sponsored racial

equality is unsatisfactory and slow’ (Hylton, 2010: 339). This chapter concludes
with recommendations for reform to challenge racial inequality. Fourth,
storytelling is employed to examine ‘race’ and racism within social institu-
tions. Providing ‘oral testimonies’ helps us to ‘uproot the dysconscious racism or

uncritical and distorted ways of thinking about race that have led to tacit accep-

tance of the dominant White norms and privileges’ (Singer, 2005: 370 in Burdsey,
2007: 9). For CRT scholars, racism is not a ‘thing of the past’ as racial sub-
ordination is still a major problem of the present, and has contributed to the
exclusion of British Asian football coaches and managers. The final tenet
acknowledges that CRT is transdisciplinary as it draws on knowledge from
other disciplines such as ethnic studies, women’s studies, sociology, history
and the law to further comprehend the experiences of BAME groups.

CRT therefore provides scholars with an important theoretical lens to help
critically understand, underpin and contextualise findings. Methodologically, it
challenges colour-blindness, promotes social justice, and attempts to empower
marginalised voices. For these reasons alone, it suits any researcher that is
attempting to highlight injustice and challenge it. As noted, several studies have
explored British Asian player experiences within English football, but few have
specifically focused on the high-level British Asian coach experiences. This
work therefore centralises excluded voices – British Asian football coaches.

My investigation into British Asians and football, which first began in 2007,
has seen over 50 hours of data being collected through interviews and focus
groups, with the total number of transcribed words totalling over 140,000.
Although my work has predominantly focused on British Asian male playing
experiences, my recent work has begun to explore the experiences of British
Asian coaches. Using already established contacts in the game, I approached
four British Asian coaches who had achieved either a UEFA A or UEFA B
Licence4 to gain a deeper insight into the barriers that British Asian football
coaches, working in the system, encounter. All the participants currently coach
at academy level and/or semi-professional5 level. Due to their experience and
understanding of the coaching qualification system, the participants were per-
fectly placed to reflect on barriers British Asian coaches encounter and offer
recommendations for reform. A purposive sampling strategy was thus enforced
as it ‘allows the researcher to home in on people or events which there are good grounds
for believing will be critical for the research’ (Denscombe, 2003: 16).
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Although four participants may appear a small number, qualitative meth-
ods such as semi-structured interviews are concerned with generating rich,
detailed and quality data over the need for a large, representative sample.
Due to the paucity of British Asians in football, especially when the targeted
sample is either UEFA A or UEFA B Licence qualified coaches, the sample
is necessarily small.

The interviews aimed to explore general ideas which had been con-
structed through literature consultation such as the paucity of networks;
stereotypic assumptions; and the power of role models. Of course, like all
semi-structured interviews, the researcher must approach each interview
open-minded and let the interviewee guide the interview, to some extent.
Therefore, this flexibility allowed new and unintended themes to arise and
be explored in greater depth. The significance of names, for example, was
noted by the first participant and the lack of standardisation allows the
researcher to pursue this emerging theme within subsequent interviews.
The interviews were largely biographical, allowing the participants freedom
and space to tell their story. The interviews were analysed using the coding
mechanism of constructivist grounded theory. Open, axial and selective
coding was therefore used (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) to help further con-
struct themes.

British Asian football coaches: exploring the barriers

Bringing together the data collected from these semi-structured interviews
with data from previous literature and research, this section will critically
discuss the barriers that British Asian coaches appear to face. Multiple overt
and subtle racist practices and processes form barriers for British Asian
football coaches. Overt racism, which is now commonly justified as ‘banter’
(see Burdsey, 2011; Kilvington, 2016), can make some feel uncomfortable
and isolated. Farenet note that some BAME coaches encounter

experiences of intentional and unintentional racism … This has included
explicit racist name calling and more subtle and nuanced forms of racial
‘banter’ and a lack of recognition of or willingness to address racisms of
this kind by FA coach tutors.

(Farenet, 2014: 15)

The following oral testimony emphasises the participants’ powerlessness
while attempting to gain his FA coaching badges:

Basically I was in a classroom environment and a lot of racist and derogatory

remarks were said; not directly to me but as a figure of speech. I didn’t chal-

lenge it at the time because I was going to be with these players for two or three

weeks … so it was important for me to remain calm but it did create a little bit
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of unease. I was surprised and the thing that annoyed me was that some of the

facilitators within this session could have done better. So, what happened was

that I saw the few weeks through because I had to. Obviously, if you’re gonna

get your badges you’re gonna have to play the system.

(British Indian Sikh coach, cited in Kilvington, 2016: 74)

This oral testimony correlates with Fanon’s (1986) conceptualisation of the
‘white mask’. To succeed, one must downplay their difference(s) and, quite
simply, ‘play the system’ (Kilvington, 2016). Ratna (2013) argues that many of
the British Asian players, for example, who ‘make it’ in football not only do so
on merit, but also because of their ‘ability to tolerate racism and “get on with
it”’. For the above participant, to challenge the ‘racist and derogatory remarks’
that were being casually made would have isolated him and marked him out as
‘Other’. Put simply, he had to suppress his feelings as whiteness encapsulates
this space. Problematically, however, downplaying or denying indecencies of
racism exonerates those accused of engaging in such acts (Burdsey, 2011).

Numerous studies have explored the ingrained nature of institutional
racism within sport and highlighted the significance of names, for example,
within the hiring process (see Bertrand & Mullainathan, 2004; Pilkington,
2003). This is highlighted by the following oral testimonies:

Names are a barrier as people might look at somebody’s name and think ‘well

he’s not going to be able to coach’ because his name isn’t right.
(British Asian UEFA B Licence coach, 22 August 2016)

When you apply for jobs and they see certain names, they [football clubs] tend

to be put off.
(British Asian UEFA B Licence coach, 24 August 2016)

Three participants commented that their ‘foreign sounding’ names have
disadvantaged their progress. Another participant noted that his football
enthused British Asian friend formerly used his real name on football-related
application forms but failed to gain any interviews. After changing his name
for job applications and adopting his racially ambiguous nickname instead,
he was increasingly shortlisted for interviews. This individual is now a rela-
tively high-profile and respected figure within the game. As Burdsey (2009)
notes, racially ambiguous nicknames can be employed to resist institutiona-
lised forms of racism. Wider research highlights the significance of names
within the hiring process not only in sport but across many different work
sectors (see Pilkington, 2003). For example, Bertrand & Mullainathan (2004)
found that people with ‘black sounding names’ are 50 per cent less likely to
be called back for a job interview. Likewise, Adesina & Marocico (2017)
state that applicants with a perceived ‘white’ or ‘English’ sounding name are
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three times more likely to acquire a job interview than those with a ‘Muslim’

sounding name. In short, ‘foreign’ or ‘non-traditional’ English sounding
names can exclude some individuals from gaining an interview, thus again
highlighting institutional racism.

The following oral testimony highlights the racial exclusivity of football.
Back et al. (2001: 37) add that ‘networks of white knowledge’ play a significant
role in the hiring of coaches:

I applied four times to the club I was previously at. I didn’t know anybody. But

when I did get the opportunity [for interview] I missed out because the indivi-

dual who got the job was a former YTS [Youth Training Scheme player] at the

club. I met all the essentials and desirables, I had done my level 2, but I was

told that I didn’t have enough experience. A couple of months down the line on

the off chance I met the individual who got the job, and fair play to him, but he

said he had just recently passed his level 2.

(British Asian UEFA B Licence coach, 24 August 2016)

This illustrates that coaching networks are mono-ethnic (white-to-white)
which reproduces social alienation (Feagin, 2006). Because economic resour-
ces and power are generationally passed down by family and institutional
means, a hierarchical power structure between whites and BAME commu-
nities has been established within major institutions. Sport is no exception
as Hill (2004) notes that over the course of 22 years, NCAA Division IA6

teams appointed just 19 black head coaches out of a total of 381 vacancies.
In addition, other studies have highlighted how black coaching opportunities
are limited as white decision makers regularly employ qualified and unqua-
lified white coaches over qualified black coaches (Cunningham & Sagas,
2005; Sartore & Cunningham, 2006). McIntosh’s (2014: 35) work on white
privilege is fitting within this discussion as ‘one’s life is not what one makes it;
many doors are open for certain people through no virtues of their own’. Due to the
overwhelming whiteness of the game at institutional level (Lusted, 2009;
Sporting Equals, 2011), white networks continue to tap into pre-existing
white networks thus institutionally reproducing the racial status quo (Burd-
sey, 2007; Feagin, 2006; Kilvington, 2016, 2018). This narrative is similarly
encapsulated within the following interview:

I apply for jobs, semi-pro jobs, all the time… I’ve applied for about 200 to 300

jobs. I never get an interview… My CV reads: [UEFA] A Licence; managed

a national team, I have a [supporting] letter from (current international man-

ager). But, this is how it works. The job comes up. I email. They acknowledge

the email. A couple of weeks later they email and say unfortunately you have

not been selected. The only time I have ever been able to manage in England

was because I knew the chairman personally.

(British Asian UEFA A Licence coach, 15 January 2018)
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This participant, who achieved his UEFA A Licence at the age of 22, and has
managed at international level, said that he struggles to even gain an inter-
view at semi-professional level. He has even offered his coaching services for
free and has still been unsuccessful in gaining interviews. It is significant that
his only break within England came through utilising a personal network. It
could be argued that networking between insider/outsider groups can help
challenge and destabilise the traditional process of ‘white-to-white’ networks.
However, some British Asian coaches may feel intimidated, apprehensive
and uncomfortable at the prospect of venturing into the ‘unknown’. None-
theless, the following participants suggested:

In life in general, and especially in professional football, you’ve got to be in

those social circles to advance. It’s about developing good relations with people

and having them respect the work you do.
(British Asian UEFA B Licence coach, 24 August 2016)

I’ve had to go out of my way and do the networking and meet people I don’t

know. I think of other people and they might not have had to have done that.

They might not have had to go out of their comfort zone and they might have

had it put on their plate a little bit more. That feeling of going out there in that

environment and feeling like an outsider, it’s an uncomfortable feeling and

many people wouldn’t do that.

(British Asian UEFA B Licence coach, 22 August 2016)

If one is to succeed within football then, it is paramount that networks are
constructed. Rich (2013) highlights the importance of networks as ‘over 80

percent of Americans … Get their jobs through acquaintance contracts. Racially

homogenous friendship networks can segregate people out of important networks,

and thus out of important opportunities’ (2013). To challenge barriers based
around access and pathways, white male networks must be destabilised. The
participants highlighted that due to the traditional paucity of British Asians
playing professional football, it not only maintains negative stereotypes, but
it also indicates that they are less connected in comparison to black players,
for instance, who represent over a quarter of the professional game.

Cohen’s (1996) discussion of racial ‘no-go’ areas whereby ‘race’ becomes a
marker of territory is useful to consider. Said (1985: 54) argues that desig-
nating a ‘familiar space’ which ‘is “ours” and an unfamiliar space beyond “ours”

which is “theirs” is a way of making geographical distinctions’. These ‘geographic
boundaries’ are thus split along ‘social, ethnic and cultural’ lines (ibid). This
notion could be applied to football as coaching and management roles have
traditionally been racially exclusive. When coaches do attempt to cross the
‘colour-line’, and forge links, some are met with resistance. The complexity
of ‘race’ and multi-faceted role of racism must not be underestimated.
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It could be argued that physical and cultural stereotypes held by key
power brokers question the competence of British Asian coaches. These key
power brokers, often white, rely on centuries-old ‘white-crafted racial stereo-

types, interpretive concepts, images, emotions, ideologies, and inclinations’ which
prevent ‘whites from seeing and treating blacks as equals’ (Regan & Feagin,
2017: 18). This perpetuates societal racism and is encapsulated by the fol-
lowing oral testimony:

People may automatically assume because of your appearance or your back-

ground that you can’t coach or that you don’t know about the game… Those

stereotypes manifest and cause barriers.
(British Asian UEFA B Licence coach, 22 August 2016)

This story is also shared by the following British Asian grassroots coach:

They [football’s gatekeepers] don’t see any Asian coaches out there… So they

think, ‘who is this guy’? They’d probably respect a black guy or a white guy

more than they would an Asian guy because they know that white people are

already there, they know that black people are already there but they don’t see

Asian people. They don’t see them play or coach… They think: ‘well who’s he?

He’s a Mickey Mouse coach’.
(pers comms, 4 April 2011)

Back et al. (2001: 214) note that BAME players are racialised in terms of
their ‘attributes, sporting capacity and professional competence’. As the above
interviews suggest, British Asian football coaches as well as players are
racialised and stereotyped. Because British Asians have traditionally been
associated with stick sports such as cricket and hockey, football is falsely,
but commonly, perceived to be an unimportant subculture among British
Asian communities (Bains & Johal, 1998; Burdsey, 2007; Kilvington, 2016).
In turn, the British Asian ‘body’ is perceived to be paradoxical to ‘football
bodies’.

Feagin’s (2006) notion of the white racial frame, as well as Omi &
Winant’s (1986) Racial Formation Theory, helps us critically understand the
above oral testimonies. Omi & Winant argue that ideological beliefs have
certain structural consequences. These oral testimonies indicate that
the BAME ‘knowledge’ of the game continues to be implicitly or explicitly
questioned by football insiders. This questioning, which could be cate-
gorised as inferential racism, has been founded on the collective memories
and histories of the white racial frame (Feagin, 2006). In turn, British Asian
coaches are perceived to possess fewer desirable characteristics associated
with the qualities of ‘good’ coaches when compared with whites (Tomkie-
wicz et al., 1998). These common-sense assumptions remain because there
are so few role models in elite positions. Inferential racism (common-sense
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assumptions and stereotypes) leads to institutional racism (under-repre-
sentation in coaching positions). As Omi & Winant (1986) argue then, these
ideological beliefs reinforce structural consequences and therefore shape and
reproduce the social order. The concept of ‘social cloning’ (Ahmed, 2012) is
relevant as people in powerful positions tend to recruit and surround
themselves with others who share similar worldviews and cultural norms.
Lawrence (2017: 141) adds that social cloning is a ‘strategically important

enabler of white male supremacy in football’. As this section has illustrated,
various forms of racism work to maintain white supremacy within football.
Institutionalised forms of racism based on ‘foreign sounding names’ and
perceived racial bias has thus worked to ignore and exclude British Asian
football coaches. One way to challenge perceptions is to create and celebrate
role models.

Role models have the power to overturn stereotypes (Coyle, 2010; Kilving-
ton, 2012; Saeed & Kilvington, 2011). Within football, Back et al. (2001: 34)
suggest that stereotypical perceptions of black players’ skills and attributes have
been ‘exploded by the variety of black players in the professional game’. However,
due to limited British Asian involvement in football, elite figures may adhere to
timeworn notions of physical incapabilities (Fleming, 2001; Kilvington, 2012) or
alleged sociocultural differences (Bains and Patel, 1996; Burdsey, 2007) that have
been prevalent throughout media and society (Farrington et al., 2012). British
Asian coaches, a rarity within the professional game, can act as positive sym-
bols and mentors for emerging coaches. Fletcher et al. (2014: 31) suggest that
British Asian role models help promote an ‘inclusive ideology’ while Sporting
Equals (2011) postulate that a lack of trailblazers is a key barrier as coaching is
something which is not feasible for BAME communities. They continue, high-
lighting that the establishment is ‘all white’ and this lack of visibility affects their
perceptions of ‘fitting in’ and feeling welcome. The power of role models is
emphasised by the following participants:

If you want to succeed at the top, whether that means working with the under

11s, 16s or 21s or whatever, you need people there to show you that they’ve

made the breakthrough… I do agree that if there were more faces out there it

does give you that confidence.
(British Asian UEFA B Licence coach, 24 August 2016)

The lack of role models is a massive thing. Because there’s so few role models,

people might, at the back of their minds, stereotype and think, ‘do these guys

know what they’re doing’?
(British Asian UEFA B Licence coach, 24 August 2016)

Role models therefore have the power and ability to change the percep-
tion of coaching from a ‘cul-de-sac’ career to a field where one can succeed.
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Coyle (2010) argues that this notion equates with the idea of ‘ignition’
whereby if we visualise something as a realistic or viable career, it ignites us
to further motivate ourselves and pushes us to work harder to improve our
talents. But, without a revision of the football system, role models will
remain few and far between. Confronting these barriers is essential if we are
to observe greater diversity within coaching and management positions.

Discussion and recommendations for reform

This chapter sought to critically understand and address the barriers facing
British Asian football coaches with the aid of oral testimonies. The empirical
work undertaken for this study builds on the research by Bradbury (2017a),
LMA (2015) and Sporting Equals (2011). However, while these studies
focused on BAME groups more generally as well as employing quantitative
methods, this research used qualitative methods to help us critically under-
stand British Asian experiences. CRT enables this by centralising minority
voices to help ‘inform anti-racist agendas and action’ (Kilvington, 2016: 7). The
oral testimonies illustrated that networks, multiple forms of racism, and a
paucity of role models continue to marginalise British Asian football coa-
ches. Participants were also asked what action should be enforced to help
achieve inclusion and their suggestions are critically discussed below.

First, networks must be established, developed and solidified. Kick It
Out’s ‘Raise Your Game’ programme, Black and Asian Coaches Association
(BACA), and Creating and Developing Coaches, to name but a few, facilitate
networking events and profile BAME role models in the process. As illu-
strated in this chapter, British Asians are arguably less likely to have estab-
lished networks in the game due to systemic forms of racism such as social
alienation and reproduction. The FA traditionally employs a generalist
approach to engagement in elite coach education programmes. Although
these courses are perceived to be ‘open to all’, they rely on aspiring coaches
to have the necessary economic capital, professional playing experience and
foundational coaching qualifications. For a coach to secure a position at elite
level, they must be ‘identified, selected and supported by professional clubs or

national associations as suitable candidates’ and have ‘access to work with elite

players to fulfil the practical “on the job” requirements requisite for the completion

of these awards’, i.e. UEFA B, UEFA A, UEFA Pro-Licence (Farenet, 2014:
10). However, it has been argued that coaches tend to be hired on ‘personal
recommendation’ (ibid. 16) and that ‘outsider’ coaches, such as British
Asians, are frequently overlooked in favour of ‘insiders’ (Sporting Equals,
2011). The FA should consider franchising out a networking model, physi-
cally or digitally, to help counter the isolation that BAME coaches, and
British Asians in particular, encounter. It is important that these inclusion
events understand the nuances between BAME communities as well as the
nuances and differences among British Asian groups.
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Second, coach inclusion organisations should develop relationships and
pool resources rather than competing against one another. As a result,
organisations would avoid duplicating schemes. There are several groups
challenging the British Asian exclusion such as Kick It Out, the FA, var-
ious professional football clubs, Sporting Equals, etc. Often, similar stra-
tegies are created and it could be argued that a ‘British Asians in football
activist group’ should be established, perhaps facilitated by the FA. By
bringing together experts within this field they could develop bespoke
strategies to increase the number of British Asian football coaches, as well
as players, scouts, fans, etc. This recommendation could help create a
more holistic ‘strategic plan’ with regards to achieving coach inclusion,
equality and diversity.

Third, although the participants appeared hesitant and sceptical of positive
action strategies, such as the Rooney Rule, it could be argued that they offer
benefits. The door of the interview room was closed but because of the
Rooney Rule, for example, it is ajar for at least one BAME candidate to walk
through. Positive action policies alone are not the solution to the problem as
such policies must be complemented by other means. While the Rooney
Rule is concerned with coach recruitment, other initiatives link well, such as
the Coach Inclusion and Diversity Programme, which focuses on coach
education. Implementing a combination of well-resourced combative mea-
sures within different spaces, such as recruitment and education, creates a
more holistic approach.

Finally, I argue that equality and diversity (or unconscious bias) training
for academy personnel, coach educators and selection committees is advi-
sable to challenge narrow and unfair perceptions of minority groups that
permeate the white racial frame. In turn, this may reduce the ‘social cloning’
that is manifest within the game (Ahmed, 2012).

This chapter has critically investigated the experiences of British Asian
football coaches, and highlighted key exclusionary barriers. The proposed
recommendations for reform have been born out of the counter narratives
and existing literature. To achieve inclusion, racialised stereotypes must be
challenged; racially exclusive networks must be constructed and developed;
and role models must be championed.

Notes

1 British Asian is a commonly used term to refer to a person who is of South Asian
descent, i.e. of Bangladeshi, Indian, Pakistani or Sri Lankan descent, and was born,
raised or is living in Britain.

2 A football coach is employed to train (or coach) the players, to analyse their per-
formances and develop them. They are also tasked with encouraging and motivat-
ing them to reach their full potential. A manager, on the other hand, has the main
responsibility for the team. This article focuses on participants’ experiences who
have both coaching and managerial experience. A manager, also sometimes called
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the ‘head coach’, has the ultimate responsibility for the team as they are tasked
with choosing, buying and selling players, deciding on the teams’ formation, tactics
and overall style of play. The manager is responsible to the clubs’ chairperson.

3 BAME, within the British context, refers to a person who belongs to a minority
ethnic group. BAME, which first emerged within policy documentation, replaced
black and minority ethnic (BME) as its precursor was accused of homogenising
‘blackness’. It is recognised that such terms and acronyms are problematic, but
within this chapter BAME has been chosen as the preferred term.

4 A UEFA B Licence is a football coaching qualification that takes between 9–12
months to complete and allows holders to become assistant coaches at profes-
sional level. The UEFA B Licence is the precursor to the UEFA A Licence which
is one qualification below the highest coaching qualification in football, the UEFA
Pro-Licence. The A Licence takes 12 months to complete and has a taught element
which lasts for 18 days. Upon successful completion, holders can coach youth
teams up to 18 years of age, reserve teams in the highest division, and men’s
second tier clubs. Awards such as the UEFA B, UEFA A, and UEFA Pro-Licence
are sometimes referred to as Higher Level Coach Education (HLCE) courses.

5 Semi-professional football clubs refer to those who compete in leagues below the
four professional leagues, i.e. The English Premier League, The Championship,
League One, and League Two. In non-league football, the National League is the
highest tier, following jointly by National League North and National League
South. In non-league football, clubs are regarded as semi-professional meaning that
some, or most, of the players will be paid for playing football. However, the
majority of players do not receive a ‘liveable wage’ for playing at semi-professional
level and therefore rely on other employment.

6 The NCAA Division 1A is the top level of college football in the United States.
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Chapter 6

Finding the ‘natural’

Talent identification and racialisation in
sports coaching and selection practices in
Australia

Brent McDonald and Ramón Spaaij

Introduction

At the beginning of the 2010 Australian Football League (AFL) season, the
then CEO, Andrew Demetriou, launched the league with a speech about his
imagination for the future of the competition, especially in relation to the
diversity of its players. He stated:

It’ll be faster and more spectacular than ever before. We’ll follow the
game using technology that we can only dream about. We’ll have play-
ers from all corners of the world. Imagine, Majak Daw captaining North
Melbourne. Imagine AFL players regularly drafted from South Africa or
the Pacific Islands. Imagine Kevin Sheedy at age 72 unveiling his latest
batch of Western Sydney’s version of the Baby Bombers. In 2020 not
only will the game look very different, Australia will be a different
country. More Australians than ever before will have either been born
overseas or have a parent who was born overseas. Our country – and
our game – will have moved further away from its Anglo-Celtic roots
and reflect Australia’s ever evolving cultural diversity.

(Demetriou, 2010)

Demetriou, also at the time on the board of the Australian Multicultural
Commission, is an advocate for sport’s (and especially the AFL’s) role in
contributing to multiculturalism and social inclusion, and has a vision that
every Australian, regardless of their ethnicity, can find a place to belong in
the AFL. However, what we would like to focus on here is his particular
‘dream’ of who is actually playing the game. In this case the imagination is
narrowed. Majak Daw is a Sudanese Australian with a refugee background,
and represents a small but growing migrant diaspora in Australia. The talent
pool to be drafted from lies not within Australian borders but more speci-
fically the Pacific Islands and (black) Africa. This imagination is not neces-
sarily a speculative one, rather it is based on the reality that the AFL had
already established various programmes, academies and pathways from these



locations and their related communities in Australia. What is noticeable
though is that the imagination doesn’t include Australia’s populous neigh-
bours (and much larger migrant groups) such as Indonesia, China or India.

Simply put, this is a ‘white’ dream about ‘blackness’ and resonates with
Ghassan Hage’s (1998) critique of 21st century multiculturalism in Australia,
which sees the non-white other deployed and consumed according to the
suitability of the migrant’s abilities and the tastes of the dominant cultural
force. The suitability for sport draws on the concept of the ‘natural’ which is
positioned in the logic of the nature/nurture debate essentially inferring that
ability is the result of a genetic or ‘inherited predisposition to a particular task

without effort or training’ (Cobley et al., 2011: 3). When the concept of the
‘natural’ intersects with the concept of ‘race’ the effect is to conflate indivi-
dual performativity in sport to a racialised group. For example if the per-
formance of a Black athlete is connected to ‘natural’ talent, then the genetic
information responsible for this talent is conferred, via the erroneous con-
cept of biological race, to all potential Black athletes.

The concept of the ‘natural’ is particularly pervasive when applied to
bodies of diversity in 21st century Australia, as it draws on both the dis-
credited legacy of biological race, and its contemporary colour-blind mer-
itocracy. The ‘natural’ satisfies both constructs, as the meritocracy justifies
the over-representation of ‘black’ bodies as the result of equal opportunity
whilst the lingering biological position explains this as evidence of racial
genetic difference and suitability to physical tasks. Indeed Demetriou’s
dream includes legendary coach, and pioneer advocate for Indigenous play-
ers, Kevin Sheedy. Sheedy, an evangelical supporter of the game, encourages
the spread of AFL ‘for community-spirited reasons, and also from the foot-
ball slant. Some people smile when I say these things, but some of those
young, tall, loose-hipped Africans have playing in the ruck stamped all over
them’ (Sheedy in Legge, 2010).

This chapter is an interrogation of the logic of Sheedy’s throwaway state-
ment and Demetriou’s dream. We are interested in how talent is identified
and developed in Australian sport. Talent identification (ID) and coaching
have become tightly interlinked in the 21st century. Indeed, many talent ID
actors are also coaches embedded in sport labour market pathways, simul-
taneously coaching and identifying. Placing these practices in a broader cul-
tural context, we investigate the role of sport science as the underpinning
logic that shapes where and who is targeted as potential talent.

We combine data from a series of earlier and ongoing research projects
that we have undertaken to empirically illustrate and validate the arguments
made. The first project examined the experiences of Pacific Islanders living in
Australia and the place of rugby in their social trajectory and life choices.
This project was multi-sited focusing on coaching (McDonald, 2016), path-
ways (McDonald, 2014), intervention programmes (McDonald et al., 2019)
and life histories (Rodriguez & McDonald, 2013; McDonald & Rodriguez,
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2014). The second project is a critical examination of sport science (methods,
research dissemination, textbooks and other knowledge production) and
racialisation, which concerns ‘the process by which racial and neo-racial

meanings are constructed, appropriated, recalibrated, and given utilitarian social

valence’ (Ochonu, 2019: 6). This project involved ethnographic fieldwork in
a sports science laboratory, interviews with sport scientists and research
assistants, analysis of textbooks and sport science publications, and focus
groups with sport science students. Finally, we draw on data from ‘Partici-
pation versus performance: Managing gender, cultural diversity and (dis)
ability in junior sport’ (Farquharson et al., 2018; Spaaij et al., 2018a, 2018b,
2019; Schaillée et al., in press). This study aimed to identify how diversity
is understood, experienced and managed in local sports clubs (and parti-
cularly junior sports clubs). This project was funded by the Australian
Research Council (ARC) and conducted by four universities in partnership
with the Victorian Health Promotion Foundation, Australian Football
League, and Centre for Multicultural Youth. The project worked closely
with a range of local sports clubs throughout the research process, and
produced rich data on the intersection between ‘race’, racialisation, talent
identification and coaching.

In the remainder of the chapter we explain the application of Critical Race
Theory to the scientific production of ‘race’ and some of its consequences.
Following this, we discuss how the discourse of racialised science pervades
the sport industries in Australia, especially talent identification programmes,
before considering the effects of this discourse on practices of sport organi-
sations, coaches and players. Finally, we conclude by recommending that
sport organisations and coaches critically reflect on and challenge their own
privilege and taken-for-granted knowledge in order to de-bunk the natural
and the biological racialisation it draws upon.

Critical race theory and biological racism

This chapter utilises a Critical Race Theory (CRT) framework. CRT allows
the critique of the ‘complex personal, cultural, institutional and structural

arrangements’ at work in the relationship between ‘race’, sport and society
(Hylton, 2018: 7). In particular CRT offers insight into the ways ‘race’ and
racism appear in the processes of racialisation, which enables a ‘sharper focus

on the past and present utilisation of racial categories, both implied and explicit’

(Hylton, 2009: 6). In the context of sport in 21st century Australia, CRT is
powerful as it has the capacity to challenge the overwhelming dominant
ideologies surrounding sport especially ‘meritocracy, colour-blindness, race neu-

trality, objectivity, and ahistoricism’ (Hylton, 2018: 7). This is particularly true
as both sport and sport science are overwhelming organised by and repre-
sentative of the interests and agendas of white men (Hylton, 2018). Through
highlighting the invisible whiteness related to leadership, management,
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coaching and research design, CRT is useful in placing ‘race’ as central to the
structural arrangements and social experiences in sport. By focusing on
‘race’ in both talent ID practices and sport science research we are able to
consider the huge cultural influence both institutions are able to effect in the
Australian context without losing sight of the way race intersects with other
social factors such as gender, class, educational background and physical or
sporting ability.

Scientific and cultural discourses operate in a type of loop, continually
feeding on each other (Hartigan, 2008). Hence popular concepts of ‘race’
(involving biological and cultural notions) inform scientific method and
design, and the findings of this science are then fed back into a cultural
context to validate the original popular position. In many cases ‘race’ is not
explicitly referred to which is a process that Gillborn (2016: 366) describes as
the absent presence of ‘race’, that it is ‘hidden in the background’. As such,
sports practitioners such as talent identifiers, coaches, journalists, and
indeed players, don’t have to understand or utilise genomics in order for
racialised science to directly and indirectly affect their actions and choices.

The discourse of biological racialisation is particularly apparent in a
variety of media outputs, both those from within and outside Australia.
Global sport media and the over-represented presence of black bodies in
high-profile sporting events (Olympics, World Championships) and com-
petitions (NBA, NFL, European football) provides audiences inferentially
primed to ideas of biological race with the evidence to support such beliefs.
The link between biological determinism and black athleticism is well
documented in a variety of English language media sources including Aus-
tralian (Hughey & Goss, 2015). Kowal & Frederic (2012) examined Aus-
tralian newspapers for genetic discourse, racial prejudice and Indigenous
Australians and Torres Strait Islanders. They found articles supporting
both anti-deterministic and deterministic arguments with the three major
topics being disease, sporting ability and addiction. Coram (2007: 406) goes
further suggesting that the Australian media’s coverage of Indigenous
players creates a racial other through positively intended narratives of
‘race’ difference and dominance and more ‘ambivalent constructs’ evoking
the savage, the mimic, and the child.

Racialised science has informed various institutional practices and has
therefore contributed to the phenomenon of the over-representation of
racialised populations in these institutions. For example, racial profiling
techniques used by law enforcement result in statistically racialised prison
populations (see for example Henne & Shah, 2015; McDonald et al., 2019);
epidemiologists employ racial categories in diagnosis and treatment of dis-
eases that are seen to reside within certain racialised populations (Outram &
Ellison, 2006; Hartigan, 2008); deterministic discourses (exemplified in texts
such as The Bell Curve) influence the way that predominantly white teachers
engage with diversity, producing different educational trajectories for
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differently racialised children (Picower, 2009; Azzarito & Harrison, 2008).
For example, Maori researcher Brendan Hokowhitu (2004) has written at
length about the funnelling of young Maori students into physical education
and ‘hands on’ subjects and away from ‘intellectual’ classes such as maths
and science. Gillborn (2016) warns of the potential re-inscription of biologi-
cal race in education through the science of new geneism which he suggests
threatens to bring back genetic determinism and provides the conditions for
the revival of eugenics.

Based on the above it should not be a surprise that an institution such as
sport would be similarly influenced by racialised science (St Louis, 2003;
Carrington, 2010; Hoberman, 1997). Hawkins’s (2010) work on black ath-
letes in American college sports demonstrates with clarity the way that racial
ideology had produced and continues to produce the idea that black success
in sport is a result of ‘natural’ ability based in advantageous biology that
essentialises black men (see also Hoberman, 1997; Carrington, 2010). At the
level of structure entire sport industries rely on and create pathways for
their labour and at the level of agency large numbers of young men choose
to chase the sporting dream as part of their biological destiny. Deterministic
thinking grounded in biology also produces the phenomenon of stacking or
positional segregation of over-represented racial groups (see for Australian
examples Hallinan et al., 1999; Hallinan & Judd, 2009), and a corresponding
absence from leadership and post-playing career opportunities such as
coaching, management and the media (Bradbury, 2013; Bradbury et al., 2014;
Hallinan & Judd, 2009).

Kevin Hylton (2015) discusses the ways in which various forms of ‘race’
are activated and perpetuated in physical education discourses and the sub-
sequent practices that emanate from these discourses. He demonstrates
clearly how students studying to become PE teachers simultaneously draw
on a range of explanations for racialised athletic performance that are
colour-blind, valourising of the Black athlete, and relying on reductionist
notions of biological difference. Racialised science is also evident in Aus-
tralian physical education discourses. McDonald (2013) examined twenty
years’ worth of textbooks utilised as part of high school PE curriculum to
find that just over two thirds discussed ‘race’ as a factor that influenced
performance in sport. Most of this usage drew on the conception of ‘race’ as
‘biologically real’ and used racialised science to explain the differences in
athletic performance between racialised populations, predominantly ‘why
blacks beat whites’ (Malpeli et al., 2000 in McDonald, 2013: 189).

This is exemplified further at a national level of sport governance.
Accordingly, maintaining Australian sport’s continued prominence inter-
nationally will require ‘innovative talent identification techniques’ to keep
up with overseas initiatives, which are able to ‘recruit young athletes of dif-
ferent ethnic/racial background, who possess certain physical characteristics
that give them a performance advantage in several sports over athletes of
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Anglo-Celtic origin’ (Bloomfield, 2002 in Sotiriadou, 2010: 18). As one of the
most multicultural nations in the world it is difficult to make sense of
Bloomfield’s position, unless one understands that he is referring to a parti-
cular ‘ethnic/racial background’, namely from Africa. At the time of
Bloomfield’s quote many European countries were represented by athletes
through post-colonial migration from Africa. Whilst Black African migra-
tion to Australia has a long history, it has only accelerated in recent decades,
especially the increasing numbers of refugee and humanitarian settlers who
have come to Australia from Africa (Hugo, 2009).

Talent identification and discourse

Talent identification happens at all levels of sport in Australia. This includes
scouts from super rich clubs in Europe and America hoping to discover new
sporting labour; governmental agencies such as the Australian Institute of
Sport (AIS) and the various national and state sporting organisations; pro-
fessional sport clubs and leagues and their recruiting personnel who develop
relationships with community and grassroots sports clubs; private schools
with scholarships on offer in order to bolster their first teams’ performance;
and indeed even at the interpersonal level when one invites a new acquain-
tance (who looks likely) to ‘come down to training to have a run’.

The relationship between talent identification, coaching and sport science
is undeniable, and the latter continues to develop novel ways of locating
talent. Most recently we have seen the rise of sport genomics, which offers
application at both ends of the sport labour market. At one end it offers the
‘potential application of knowledge about the genetic characteristics of elite athletes’

providing an ‘enhancement of talent identification programmes’ (Heffernan et al.,
2015: 464). At the other end is the commercialisation of genomic testing
whereby one can apply the technology to the self in order to ascertain one’s
predisposition for a particular sport (Collier, 2012).

Sport genomics in itself is not necessarily problematic. Elite sports clearly
demand that their players are exceptional in relation to certain physiological
characteristics such as endurance, explosive speed and power, or vertical
leap, not to mention conceptual and tactical game sense, motivation and
competitiveness, and ability to work under pressure. The problem that
sports genomics and other sports sciences pose is their tendency to produce
racialised science. This racialisation occurs at several levels of research
design, method and knowledge dissemination. The beginning point is often
found in the rationale for the research in the first place, namely to answer
the apparently ‘enduring and fascinating question in exercise science regarding the

dominance of specific populations groups at the extreme ends of the competitive

running spectrum’ (Tucker et al., 2013: 545) and to ‘identify potential ethnic dif-

ferences in the genetic predisposition to athletic performance’ (Pitsiladis et al.,
2016: 186).
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Subsequently ‘race’ or ‘ethnicity’ is used as a controlling variable in parti-
cipant recruitment. For example, a systematic review of literature focusing
on the ACTN3 gene, colloquially known as the ‘speed gene’, revealed that of
the 35 articles examined, 34 controlled for ethnicity (Caucasian, African or
Asian) (Eynon et al., 2013). The population categories used here have a
striking resemblance to previously used continentally based racial groups.
This is significant because, despite the fact that there is no genetic basis to
‘race’ and that it is a ‘meaningless marker of anything’ (Editorial, 2005, 903), the
effect is to reify ‘race’ as scientifically real.

Finally, in relation to knowledge production such research outputs revive
and reify the scientifically discredited concept of ‘race’ as being based in
biology and genetics rather than being socially constructed categories. In
doing so they take highly complex physiological explanations of individual
athletic performance and essentialise entire racialised populations. In other
words the reductionist and popular notions of ‘race’ existing within Aus-
tralian society are validated and as such entire socially constructed popula-
tion groups become pre-disposed to exceptional performance in particular
sports. Two points need to be made here. The first is that biological raciali-
sation has the effect of reducing Indigenous Australians, Pacific Islanders and
black Africans to the homogenous category of the black athlete, an athlete
seemingly in exclusive possession of a genetic makeup designed to excel in
sport. The second is that racialised thinking is not limited to sport but exists
across a variety of fields including health, education and crime (McDonald et
al., 2019). This is significant because it strengthens the ‘natural athlete’ nar-
rative. Hence in a racialised society like Australia, the application of sports
science and genomics to talent identification, coaching and selection
processes in sport is not necessarily explicit. Racialised scientific knowledge
underpins the conscious and subconscious decision making of sport coaches
and talent scouts. In other words those responsible for targeting particular
black communities do not perform genetic tests nor do they necessarily read
or understand the racialised science, rather the discourse produced from this
science recreates and validates the concept of biological race and it is the
subsequent reductionist logic that sport organisations apply in their search
for talented sports labour.

The effects of finding the ‘natural’

The effects of the search for the ‘natural’ as informed by racialised athletic
science is threefold. At an organisational level in relation to programmes
and pathways, at an interpersonal level in relation to coaches and scouts
sourcing talent, and at an embodied level in relation to individuals’ expla-
nations of their own performance and ability. Below we discuss each level
in turn.
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Organisational level

Sport organisations and clubsmake strategic decisions about where to spend their
resources to recruit potential talent. Informed by the discourse of biological race,
sports simultaneously operate from the perspective of enlightened and inferential
racism (Hallinan& Judd, 2009). That is, that the positioning of the black athlete in
Australian sport is inherently positive and celebrated; sport provides the space for
the expression of ‘natural’ ability. Yet this expression is limited to athletic labour
and mostly does not include managerial, coaching or leadership roles.

The effects of the racialisation and deterministic thinking can be seen in the
organisation of many sports talent identification practices in Australia, as
reflected in this comment from basketball development director James Kerr:
‘They (African youth) are going to be amazing athletes if they get the right sup-
port and exposure. They can change the face of the sport in Australia without a
doubt’ (Kerr in Topsfield, 2018). The AFL, for example, has fast tracked Afri-
can Australian youth into their development academies due to their ‘incredible
athleticism’ and their capacity to ‘add a unique and exciting element’ to the
game (Cherny, 2016). This is mirrored by other sports such as soccer and ath-
letics through the creation of African pathways programmes (Larkin, 2018).
Rugby union and league have established links with Pasifika communities and
talent programmes and pathways (McDonald, 2014). These pathways also
stretch into the education system, either in the form of rugby programmes as
education (McDonald et al., 2019), or in the form of sporting scholarships to
elite schools around the country (Lutton, 2010).

Interpersonal level

These effects are not limited to elite sport; they also permeate interpersonal
relations within sub-elite and grassroots sport systems. This is evidenced
by the language used by coaches at the grassroots level, who regularly make
explicit reference to black athleticism. For example, a coach (White male,
40s) in a grassroots cricket club explained:

‘The amazing thing is these [black African] children are quite talented as well,

and for say high performance people in cricket that see these tall strapping

strong Sudanese boys, it’s very attractive’.
(White male, 40s)

In a similar vein, a basketball coach (White male, 40s) made explicit refer-
ence to genetics:

With the South Sudanese kids in particular, 90% of them, and there’s a big

number, 90% of the boys are fantastic basketballers. Like, why is that? They

are just awesome. So, you just look at these kids and they’re so athletic and so
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fast and it’s obviously a genetic thing and they play a lot. […] If we were to rank

our teams one to 15, you literally could have in your first three teams of nine boys,

27 kids, you could literally put 25 Sudanese boys, if it was just purely on skill. So,

then you face this issue of well OK, we really want to cap it at two. […] You’re

like, well… some of the coaches love it. We’ll win every game but then some of

them have a few issues with reliability and communication, they won’t turn up.

Similar to the aforementioned racial dynamics in elite sport, this coach limits
his appreciation of black athleticism primarily to athletic labour. His refer-
ence to reliability issues – a common concern expressed by community
sports coaches about culturally diverse participants and their families (Spaaij
et al., 2018a) – suggests that this appreciation does not extend to managerial,
coaching or leadership roles. This idea of black people as limited to athletic
labour is likely to create barriers to black coaches being seen as legitimate.

Attesting to this prevailing sentiment of ‘natural’ ability, a volunteer (White
female, 40s) at a grassroots AFL club observed with a sense of irony:

‘Well a lot of people who you might consider to be more conventional and more

narrow thinking in this club have really embraced it [cultural diversity] because

they will say things like “got to get those Black kids [of African background]

here because they’re really fast” [laughs]’.
(White, Female, 40s)

These comments by coaches and volunteers reveal that the search for the ‘nat-
ural’ extends beyond the confines of sport science or elite sport, right down
into the grassroots level. In such cases, it is often biologically determined racial
stereotypes around black African Australians, Pasifika and Indigenous Aus-
tralians and their ‘natural’ ability to excel in sport that lead grassroots clubs to
reach out to these demographics (Spaaij et al., 2014). In contrast, these clubs are
generally less likely to reach out to population groups that are considered less
‘naturally gifted’ or ‘built’ for high performance in sport, notably South Asian
migrants such as Australia’s Karen community (with the exception of South
Asian Australians in cricket) (cf. Thangaraj, 2015).

Embodied level

Finally, the discourse of racialised athletic ability is apparent at an embodied
level. Israel Folau, who is Australian of Tongan ancestry, is dual international
for Australia in rugby league and rugby union who also played AFL for
expansion team Greater Western Sydney. Both he, and Karmichael Hunt (also
of Pasifika ancestry), were signed on enormous contracts to launch expansion
teams in AFL and both were broadly deemed failures. For many, their failure
was as a result of their inability to adapt to the physiological requirements of
AFL which could be considered a much more aerobically demanding sport

Finding the ‘natural’ 105



than rugby league or union. What is interesting is that both utilised genetics
and science to justify their apparent inability in AFL and exceptional talent in
rugby (Australian Associated Press, 2014). In an interview Folau contended:

With my heritage and background, we’re not built as athletes to be good
runners. We’re natural athletes with explosive power. I’ve got to work on
my aerobic capacity, which is improving. I guess that’s part of our genes that
come from our heritage as Polynesian people. We’re built for more explo-
sive, powerful stuff rather than aerobic running. Some of my trainers within
the NRL [National Rugby League] and now the AFL have been saying it and
I see it as being true. A lot of Polynesian athletes, they struggle aerobically
but when it comes to being quick and powerful they’ve certainly got that.

(Conn, 2012)

Folau makes sense of his aerobic struggles through the support of the ‘expert’
voice, in this case trainers, who it would seem have provided some genetically
based explanation regarding sporting suitability. Such an understanding is not
limited to elite athletes. Indeed, as we have suggested, this type of racialised ath-
letic science pervades sport at all levels and the black athletes present. The fol-
lowing two examples come from Pasifika men playing in grassroots rugby codes
when explaining the enormous over-representation of Pasifika in the codes:

I think genetics wise, it’s just more suited to an Islander sort of body shape, because

we’re all big boned, we’re explosive off the mark, we can take impact and you

know, got hard heads. So it’s probably more suited, that’s why I think they’re nat-

ural talents, because their bodies are suited to the sport. Where you’ve got your

normal European kid is a bit smaller, has to work harder, like has to go to gym hard

and that sort of stuff to build the body mass to equal these (Pacific Islander) blokes.
(Samoan Australia, male, 30s)

It’s definitely in the blood for Pacific Islanders, this sport is definitely in the

blood of Pacific Islanders. I think that’s why I struggle with footy (AFL),

because we’ve got – and it’s been proven in some studies that have been done

that we have a larger makeup of fast twitch fibres, which allows us to sprint

faster, be stronger, on short distances, versus running long distances, we just

burn out too easily. So structurally this game suits us better.
(Cook Islander, male, 30s)

Yet again both respondents draw on scientific language and research to
make sense of Pasifika over-representation. In doing so, the reductionist
category of ‘Pacific Islander’ is meaningfully and biologically othered to
‘European’ and presumably other categories of ethnicity. The scattering of
authoritative scientific language through these quotes indicates the discursive
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relationship between concepts of ‘race’, talent for sports, and the processes of
racialisation. Considering the hegemonic nature of this scientific discourse, it
is not surprising to see large numbers of boys and young men of Indigenous,
Pasifika and African ethnicity concentrating on sport as a vehicle to some
form of social mobility. Indeed sport is one of the few spaces in Australian
society where successful role models from these communities are regularly
seen, and there is no doubt that for most of these young people sport is an
enjoyable pursuit. To become a professional athlete affords these individuals
with symbolic and cultural capital and they become a source of pride for their
communities (Rodriguez et al., 2015). However the ‘natural’ explanation to
success renders invisible the fact that coaches and sport organisations actively
target these populations, and similarly fails to recognise the levels of individual
commitment, sacrifice, time and determination that the successful players all
make. In the context of the sports labour market it is clear that the possibility
of ‘making it’ trumps the probability. The Black athlete in Australia becomes
what Brooks and McKail (2008: 370) describe as the ‘preferred worker’, that is
niche labour that allows the maximisation of cost efficiency and profit. Coa-
ches and talent spotters exist in the same market, and make strategic choices
of where to best maximise their efforts and resources in finding talent. Backed
by racialised ideas of athletic performance it is therefore not surprising that
they target groups who are really ‘ready to play’. In the next section, we reflect
on the implications of the discourse of racialised athletic ability.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have argued that the access and opportunities to suc-
ceed in sport are facilitated via a system of coaching and talent identifica-
tion that bases its practice on ideas tied to biological ‘race’ and
deterministic thinking. Underpinned by the logic of ‘race’ and the (per-
ceived) inherent suitability of particular groups of people for particular
sports, sport organisations and coaches actively target such populations in
the hope of finding the ‘natural’. In the Australian context, the ‘natural’
reflects a recolonisation of racialised bodies and the affects that inform the
choices of the broader ethno-racialised communities. The ‘natural athlete’
narrative extends to coaching at all levels of sport, from elite to grassroots,
and is strengthened by racialised sport science.

How can this dynamic be challenged and changed? Our analysis indicates
that any effective challenge to the discourse of racialised athletic ability needs
to be multi-pronged. We call for sport organisations and coaches to critically
challenge their own privilege and taken-for-granted knowledge in order to
de-bunk the natural and the biological racism it draws upon. With regard to
coaching and talent identification, there is an urgent need to include ele-
ments of critical inquiry into ‘race’ in coach education and training pro-
grammes. As an absent presence, racialised practices around natural ability

Finding the ‘natural’ 107



are accompanied by a deficit discourse in relation to psychological char-
acteristics such as reliability, work ethic and decision making. Sport organi-
sations not only need to provide education to coaches to address
unconscious racial bias, they also need to create pathways for black athletes
to occupy positions of power in sport post playing career, so that the level
of representation in those playing the sport is mirrored in managerial,
coaching and other roles. This would at least have the immediate effect of
countering the current deficit position of such racialised practices.

Moreover, the discourse can be challenged at the micro level in everyday
sports practices. For example, in one of our studies we observed a con-
cerned parent querying the coach of his son’s grassroots sports team why he
had positionally segregated black and white children on the team during a
match. The coach suggested, drawing on the ‘natural athlete’ narrative, that
the black children were naturally better suited to attacking positions because
they could run fast and had better technical skills, whereas the white chil-
dren made more dependable and intelligent defenders. The parent chal-
lenged the coach’s thinking, pointing out what he had learnt from our
research (which had been presented to club members in a public forum).
This led the coach to acknowledge his own racial bias and change the way he
determined players’ field positions to a rotation system.

Our analysis shows how, ultimately, racialised sport science fuels and
reproduces the discourse of natural ability. The discourse produced from
this science recreates and validates the concept of biological race and it is the
subsequent reductionist logic that sport organisations apply in their search
for talented sports labour. It also strengthens our fascination with the search
for the ‘natural’ in elite performance. There is thus a need to systematically
challenge racialised sport science on a variety of fronts including research
design and knowledge production, in the classrooms where sport science is
taught and new experts are created, in coach training and in talent identifi-
cation practices. This would also necessitate listening to the voices, stories
and experiences of black athletes and coaches so that sport organisations
work with and not on these communities.
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Chapter 7

From freedom to oppression?

A Freirean perspective on coaching and
indigenous players’ journeys to the NRL
and AFL

Richard Light and John Evans

Introduction

This chapter draws on a three-year ARC (Australian Research Council)
funded study that inquired into the journeys of Indigenous Australians from
growing up in local communities to playing at the most elite levels in their
sports of rugby league and Australian football, also referred to as Australian
rules football (Evans & Light, 2016). The term Indigenous is used to collec-
tively refer to those who identify as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders in
Australia. The term Aboriginal refers to people who are indigenous to
mainland Australia and Tasmania. In our study the participants referred to
themselves as Indigenous and Aboriginal people but described their culture
and way of playing sport most commonly as being Aboriginal. The study
identified two distinct phases in the participants’ development into elite ath-
letes which were (1) the development of expertise and a distinctive Abori-
ginal style of play up until around the age of 13 (see Light & Evans, 2017)
and, (2) a process of cultural transitioning into the global culture of profes-
sional sport (Light et al., 2017). The first phase of the participants’ develop-
ment involved learning through playing informal, competitive games from
very young ages and playing a range of different sports (Light & Evans,
2018a). From around the age of 13 their movement towards, and then into,
professional sport presented significant challenges for them when compared
to how they had developed the foundations of expertise in small commu-
nities where Aboriginal culture formed a prominent influence (Light &
Evans, 2018b). The cultural transitioning (see Ryba et al., 2016) also involved
adapting to radical changes in the coaching pedagogy that shaped their
learning. It involved moving from often having no formal coaching and
learning through informal play to the highly structured coaching of profes-
sional sport and moving from play to work.

We begin with a brief outline of Paulo Freire’s work (see 1996) to compare
what Freire describes as the objectivist, anti-dialogic ‘banking’ education that
operates as a form of oppression with the dialogic, ‘problem-posing’ approach
that he proposes in which learning is subjective and liberating. We then



identify how learning through open and equal interaction with peers and
relatives in communities influenced by Aboriginal culture that supported this
approach in our study was dialogic and how it contrasted with the anti-dialo-
gic, structured approaches to coaching they experienced as they moved into
professional environments. Following this we examine how the ways in which
adjusting to this anti-dialogic approach to coaching presented a significant
challenge for the participants due to its radical contrast with the implicit
pedagogy of learning as children, shaped by Aboriginal culture. While this
may often characterise a shift from youth sport to professional sport in non-
Indigenous settings it was far more marked in this study due to the nature of
sport as an Aboriginal cultural practice and its role in the participants’ lives.

Contrasting coaching pedagogy

Drawing on Freire’s (1996) Pedagogy of the Oppressed we use his notion of
dialogic and anti-dialogic pedagogy to identify the radical differences for the
16 participants between learning as children and the anti-dialogic pedagogy
of professional sport. Freire’s work and the critical pedagogy developed
from it focus on the use of dialogic pedagogy in schools to liberate students
from the limitations, constraints on thinking and oppression of formal
schooling created by the ‘banking’ approach that dominates formal educa-
tion. Somewhat in reverse, this chapter examines how the participants had
been empowered through learning to play ‘footy’ (rugby league and Aus-
tralian football) from an early age through dialogic learning and how they
had to adapt to the challenge of the inherently anti-dialogic pedagogy of
professional sport. The term ‘footy’ is commonly used in Australia in refer-
ence to Australian rules football, rugby league and rugby union and to the
football used in these sports.

In this chapter our use of the term coaching pedagogy is not limited to
what a coach does to achieve articulated learning outcomes, or even to being
the theory and practice of teaching and its influence on learning. It also goes
beyond notions of pedagogy in the critical pedagogy literature such as that of
Giroux (1992: 3) who sees it as being: ‘a configuration of textual, verbal, and

visual practices that seek to engage the processes through which people understand

themselves and the ways in which they engage others and their environment’. Our
use of pedagogy in this chapter refers to a broader conception of it as any-
thing that shapes or influences learning and which includes the implicit
pedagogy of participation in the practices of a cultural field or subfield
(Bourdieu, 1986), or of a community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) in
sport (see Light, 2006).

We suggest that the implicit pedagogy through which the participants
learned to play ‘footy’ as children was dialogic in nature with verbal and non-
verbal dialogue lying at the centre of learning ‘footy’ and culture as a huma-
nising and liberating experience. We then contrast this with the structured
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and prescriptive pedagogy of non-Indigenous, professional sport with its
objective perception of knowledge and its emphasis on measurement as being
anti-dialogic, dehumanising and, ultimately, oppressive. In doing so we high-
light what can be seen as implicit cultural discrimination through sport
coaching that does not consider Indigenous values and ways of learning.

Dialogic learning

Dialogic learning is learning that takes place through dialogue and can be
linked to the Socratic dialogues in Western thought and to the development
of Buddhism in Eastern traditions. In comparatively contemporary thinking
such as that of Freire (1996), learning arises from egalitarian dialogue and
arguments with the notion of dialogic pedagogy used in reference to student
learning generated through teacher and student dialogue. The central role of
dialogue in learning is also a feature of what is commonly referred to as
athlete-centred coaching when applied to team sports (see Pill, 2018) and
more recently to coaching individual sports such as swimming and athletics
through Positive Pedagogy for sport coaching (Light, 2017). These approaches
emphasise empowering athletes to be active learners by developing relation-
ships between coach and athletes through which the coach guides and
facilitates learning instead of trying to determine or direct it. What Freire
(1996) refers to as egalitarian dialogue is central to these innovative approa-
ches to coaching. Within the sport coaching field these are innovations but
their influence on practice has been limited by the dominance of direct
instruction and the view of coaching as being the transmission of objective
knowledge from the coach to passive learners, as anti-dialogic pedagogy (see
Light, 2013).

Within schools and other educational institutions dialogic learning typi-
cally involves learners interrogating the focus of their study, listening to dif-
ferent points of view and creating equitable relationships in the classroom.
Both the idea of dialogic learning in the classroom, and Freire’s (1996) dia-
logic pedagogy refer to an explicit pedagogy with clearly articulated learning
outcomes. However, in this chapter we are using it to consider the implicit
pedagogy of participation in the practice of ‘footy’ that is difficult to identify
and take account of within very different cultural fields and sub-fields and
communities of practice (see Bourdieu, 1986).

Banking versus problem-posing education (coaching)

Freire (1996) argues that the dominant, traditional approach to education
controls learners through prioritising conformity and by limiting thinking,
imagination and creativity. This banking approach to education sees the lear-
ner as an empty vessel to be filled with knowledge by the teacher and with
knowledge seen to be an object that is transmitted from teacher to student.
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For Freire this involves the objectification of knowledge, learning and the
learner in ways that limit thinking and action and inhibit creative power.
This focus on learning as an objective process, on knowledge as an object,
and on the learner as an object obfuscates the subjective nature of our being
and, in doing so, is dehumanising:

To deny the importance of subjectivity in transforming the world and history is

naive and simplistic. It is to admit the impossible: a world without people…

World and humans do not exist apart from each other, they exist in constant

interaction.

(Friere, 1996: 32)

Willis (cited in Beabout, 2008: 22) argues that this banking approach pro-
duces students who are mere ‘fodder for the factories and prisons of a capitalist

society’. Beabout suggests that this dehumanising approach to education is
evident in the ways that oppressive forces such as racism, sexism and clas-
sism attempt to isolate and force humans to live silently in the world rather
than interact with it. As Collins (1998) suggests in regard to injustice from
the interlocking of sexism and racism for Afro-American women, the
dominant group uses controlling influences to justify racism, sexism, pov-
erty and other forms of oppression as a natural part of day-to-day life. This
approach is also central to the role that educational institutions play in
maintaining social control (see, Light & Light, 2016).

Challenging the dominance of the banking approach to education and the
ways in which it dehumanises and objectifies learning, Freire argues for the
adoption of a problem-posing approach that promotes active learning rather
than the passive reception of knowledge and a conception of learning as
being adding on new knowledge. It typically involves students working in
groups or as a whole class to solve a problem through inquiry, collaborating,
cooperating and egalitarian dialogue between students and between teacher
and students. Dewey’s (see 1933) thinking on inquiry learning advocates a
similar approach as do later variations such as problem-based learning
(PBL – see Schmidt, 1998). These ideas also inform contemporary athlete-
centred developments in sport coaching such as in Game Sense (Light, 2013),
and Positive Pedagogy for sport coaching (Light, 2017).

In the problem-posing approach knowledge is not seen to be an object
passed down to students by the teacher but, instead, something developed
or constructed through dialogue between students and between student and
teacher. Underpinned by constructivist epistemology it sees learning as aris-
ing from listening, egalitarian dialogue and action to create a dialogic bond
between people (Freire, 1996; Wallerstein, 1987). The problem-posing
approach aims to promote learning and knowing through interaction
between people and between people and their world by enabling them to
‘read the word and read the world’ (Freire, cited in Beabout, 2008).
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Problem-posing pedagogy is evident in contemporary coaching approaches
such as Game Sense, game-based approaches, athlete-centred coaching and
Positive Pedagogy for sport coaching as opposed to ‘traditional’ coach-
centred and directive coaching that align more with Freire’s banking peda-
gogy. It recognises and accounts for the individual’s agency in the world and
encourages showing ‘respect for the intelligence of the students’ (Beabout,
2008; Giroux, 1992) and by implication, athletes. Freire (1996) argues that
challenging the dominance of a banking approach to education by replacing
it with a problem-posing approach can liberate the oppressed classes such as
those from racial minorities. However, Freire argues that this should not
be through leaders showing the way as an attempt to ‘save’ them but,
instead, through the use of dialogic learning to engage and empower learners
in shaping ‘their own preferred future’ (original emphasis) that is evident in
TGfU, Game Sense and other athlete-centred coaching approaches.

Methodology

Methods

The study drawn on in this article combined narrative inquiry and con-
structivist, grounded theory methodology to provide a subjective perspective
and a holistic understanding of experience and learning in particular socio-
cultural settings (Lal et al., 2012). It used a life history type interview as used
to capture the participants’ own perceptions of their lives (see Goodson &
Sikes, 2001) and complemented the importance of telling stories in Abori-
ginal culture (Bamblett, 2013), which was enhanced by aligning it with the
Indigenous concept of dadirri that requires empathy, sensitivity and open-
ness on the part of the researcher. Grounded theory suited this purpose due
to its rigorous, open ended and inductive approach. Over the study we
strove to be non-judgemental and generate understanding through non-
intrusive observation, deep, active listening, sensitivity and awareness, con-
templation and reflection (Atkinson, 2000: 16), which helped us address any
possible power differences between researcher and participants.

Participants

Sixteen male Indigenous players participated in the study with eight having
played in the Australian Football League (AFL) and eight in the National
Rugby League (NRL). Both cohorts were selected using a purposive and
snowballing approach to recruit participants with the criteria being that they
had to be Indigenous and were playing in, or had played in, the AFL or NRL
within the past 15 years. One had retired 15 years before the study but the
others had retired no more than ten years before the study with two of them
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having retired no more than three years before the study. In the AFL cohort
two participants came from the Northern Territory, one from remote Wes-
tern Australia, two from the suburbs of Melbourne and Adelaide and one
from Sydney. In the NRL cohort two came from Sydney, four from northern
rural NSW and two from rural Queensland. More details on the participants
and their backgrounds are available in Light & Evans (2017, 2018a, 2018b).

Data generation and analysis

Data were generated using an initial life history type interview of approxi-
mately one hour in which the participants were asked to tell their story from
their first exposure to their sport to making the AFL or NRL with the
duration of the interviews varying from 50 to 70 minutes. We used initial
coding of this narrative data and then focused coding (Charmaz, 2006) and
shifted to grounded theory at this stage. This involved the use of two more
rounds of shorter and more focused semi-structured interviews, totalling
three interviews with most participants. Through the constructivist groun-
ded theory process we developed emergent, and then substantive, theories
grounded in the data that we connected with the formal theory of Bourdieu
and of athlete transitioning in the latter stages where we integrated sub-
stantive theories to move to conceptual theory. The University of Sydney
granted ethical approval for this study with pseudonyms used for all names
and places or institutions where possible to maintain anonymity.

In the main body of the chapter we first trace the participants’ experiences
of learning to play footy up to the age of around 13, shaped by Aboriginal
culture and implicit, dialogic pedagogy. We then outline and contrast this
with their learning experiences on the way towards, and into, the AFL and
NRL, which were marked by being increasingly confronted with the struc-
ture of professional approaches to coaching and conditioning driven by anti-
dialogic pedagogy. This is followed by a discussion of the implications this
had for the participants and for Indigenous Australians more broadly

Laying the foundations of expertise through dialogic pedagogy

The participants’ exposure to footy began from early childhood as a promi-
nent cultural practice & growing up in small, Indigenous communities in the
Northern Territory, West Australia, rural New South Wales and Queens-
land (see Evans and Light, 2016). Two grew up in suburban settings in Mel-
bourne, Adelaide (2) and Sydney (1) that were characterised by cultural
diversity but in which Aboriginal culture shaped learning (Light & Evans,
2017). Two factors most shaped their learning as children in these settings,
which were, in order of importance: (1) through informal play like games
that were self-regulated, (2) playing a range of different games when younger.
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Learning through informal games

The role of informal games had the most significant influence on learning for
all the participants in the study. Competitive games were important com-
munity activities for children and were always social activities with much
discussion and dialogue. This learning began at a very early age at social
gatherings such as at community barbeques at which the participants’ mem-
ories were of continually playing modified games of team sport such as
cricket, rugby league, Australian football and basketball.

The participants recognised the pivotal importance of playing games every
day and whenever possible in their development of expertise (Light &
Evans, 2017; Evans & Light, 2016). They were not exposed to formal or
semi-formal coaching until the later years in primary school with Alistair
(AFL) noting how the skills and knowledge he learned through games often
‘don’t get noticed’. Playing against older siblings, cousins and extended
family provided opportunities to problem solve in environments that
encouraged experimentation, creativity and innovation. The development of
a practical sense of the game (Bourdieu, 1986), or game sense, creativity and
flair emerged from designing and managing informal games that were often
adapted to environmental conditions and modified to account for a lack of
resources. For example, they played modified Australian football on squash
and basketball courts such as playing the game ‘court footy’:

It (learning) just becomes natural, it just all happens and you don’t think about

it because you’re playing with your mates, playing with your cousins, you’re just

enjoying it and is not really structured. It’s just; have fun, enjoy yourself and

whether that was in my court whether it was in my mate’s court against his

brothers.
(Jack [AFL], Interview 1)

The participants were convinced of the central role these games played in
their development:

We were always doing stuff down at the place called the low level and we’d all

have barbies (barbeques) and that, and that was it. That’s where you learned

all your skills, you know, you’d chase your older cousins around and that sort of

stuff so I think that was massive in the obviously the early development.

(Max [AFL], interview 1)

They were exposed to a range of sport and games growing up when younger
as part of life in their communities, which included boxing, cricket, athletics,
basketball, rugby union, Australian football, football (soccer) and rugby
league. Mark grew up in the Northern Territory and received a scholarship
to play rugby union and study at an elite independent school in Sydney
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where he also played Australian football in the club system and, after com-
pleting his schooling, played AFL. Many excelled in more than one sport
and some had to make a difficult choice in their early teens to choose which
sport they would specialise in. Their memories of community gatherings
when younger were of playing a range of different sports that involved social
interaction during and around the games they played.

The earliest memory of growing up was pretty much going to parties, going to

barbeques, cousins, uncles, and it would be always sport, whether it was the

game we used to play, fly, or we’d play other games, ball games, soccer, cricket

was a big thing. We’d always have two teams and cricket would go all day,

just in the backyard.
(Austin [NRL], Interview 1)

Jarrod (AFL) moved to Darwin at age 10 and took up rugby league: ‘I
always played rugby when I got to Darwin, I was a sort of rugby man’, but
continued playing Australian football and cricket at school. Austin (NRL)
captures the central role sport played in the lives of the participants in this
study as they grew up and the range of sports they played:

In high school I wasn’t physically as strong as everybody else, but I knew I had

the skills, you know, the skills to play the game, so the things I was doing

without even knowing were helping me become football player. Doing it just out

of the love of playing touch football at lunchtime or you know, playing soccer

on the footy field, just yeah, it put me in the position that I am today.
(Austin [NRL], Interview 1)

Up to the age of around 13 the participants learned to play Australian foot-
ball and rugby league through interaction, dialogue and the freedom to
experiment, reflect and modify what games and the skills and abilities they
were learning, comparatively free of adult interference and instruction.
Learning was a subjective experience that was largely self-regulated and
acutely influenced by the emphasis of Aboriginal culture, on gathering,
social interaction and competition that Gordon articulates here:

It’s part of our culture to do things as a group, to enjoy each other’s company

and all that sort of stuff… Indigenous people play football the way they do and

why they enjoy training the way they do.
(Gordon [NRL], Interview 1)

This can be seen to be learning that is generated by implicit, dialogic peda-
gogy and which contrasts with the anti-dialogic pedagogy we identify as
dominating coaching and the development of expertise in the NRL and AFL.

From freedom to oppression? 119



The anti-dialogic pedagogy of professional sport

The participants grew up with ‘footy’ as a meaningful practice in their com-
munities and culture (Light & Evans, 2017) but their movement towards and
into the AFL and NRL involved increasing exposure and adjustment to the
practice of footy with different practices and meanings to what they had
learned in primarily Indigenous communities. From an objective point of
view the rules, aims and movements of footy may look the same but from a
subjective perspective the meaning made of them and experience of learning
in small communities and in quasi-professional/ professional sport were very
different. We found stark contrasts between the collective and supportive
nature of the mostly Indigenous communities the participants grew up in
and the highly individualised and objectified non-Indigenous world of pro-
fessional sport and the socio-cultural environments around them. For
example, Danny’s NRL club placed him in a nearby private school in
Sydney where he felt lonely, isolated and unsupported:

I went to Madison College (pseudonym) and just could not get over, you know,

the fact that people stuck to themselves a lot and there were not many people to

interact with and so I used to spent a lot of time in the library by myself.
(Interview 1)

After having learned to play ‘footy’ through playing a range of sports and
informal games free of interference from adults or coaches, the increasing
structure of training and its objectification formed part of a transition from
‘footy’ as play to footy as work from around 13 years of age. This began
with exposure to non-Indigenous ‘footy’ well before their entry into the
professional leagues as Carl explains:

I was training three nights a week, Monday, Wednesday, Friday, a 15 year old

coming into a system that I had no idea what was going on, you know, the

weights start coming out and I’m like, this is not football, this is weight training

and so that was a big surprise to me but the most thing that I sort of took out of

it, is I looked around and kids around me that were developed, I mean devel-

oped in their arms were developed, their legs were developed, their body was

developed, they’d been doing weights for two or three years before me.

(Interview 1)

They did not talk in detail about the nature of the coaching they received in the
NRL or AFL in terms of it being coach or player-centred but did offer detail on
adapting to regimes of training for fitness and strength. For example, Danny
(NRL) talked about the problems he had adapting to an emphasis on individual
responsibility and accountability when compared to the collective nature of
learning and playing shaped by Indigenous culture that he enjoyed so much:
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It’s part of our culture to do things as a group, to enjoy each other’s company

and all that sort of stuff and I think that’s what comes into why Indigenous

people play football the way they do and why they enjoy training the way they

do.
(Interview 1)

The highly individualised approach to training the participants all experi-
enced as they approached and entered the AFL and NRL was characterised
by constant measuring and monitoring of performance and fitness, indivi-
dual accountability with expectations of individual discipline as reflections of
an objectivist view of learning and athletes as learners. This involved having
to adapt to a challenging shift from Aboriginal culture to the non-Indigen-
ous, global culture of the sporting industry with radically different sets of
beliefs and assumptions. Bernie (NRL) found being ‘up’ and ‘on’ every day
in a highly competitive environment without a sense of community and
adequate interaction a challenge for him and one that is often faced by
Indigenous players (Schinke et al., 2006). The contexts in which the partici-
pants learned their skills, their abilities and the way they played were shaped
by Aboriginal culture, which might also be seen as being racialised. The
culture of professional sport they had to transition into was dramatically
different and not so much because it was shaped by non-Indigenous, Eur-
opean or white values and beliefs but more so how it was shaped by the
global culture of the sport industry.

Carl (AFL) struggled to deal with the highly structured approach to train-
ing in higher-level teams in his mid-teens, always being told what to do and
repeating drills and patterns instead of playing free flowing games. This led
him to quit a representative schoolboy team and return to his local club at
the age of 15. Two years later he was drafted into an AFL club in Melbourne
where he again struggled to deal with structure and being told what to do,
how to do it and when. He found the emphasis placed on fitness, strength
training and demands for meeting measurable standards de-motivating. Carl
enjoyed anything where he had ball in hand and that he could see as being
relevant to the game:

The speed I was okay at, the weights? I wasn’t lifting the heaviest weights but

as soon as the footballs came out there was a sense of – how would you say? I

was comfortable.
(Interview 1)

This suggests the importance of the meaning ‘footy’ held for Carl and the
lack of relevance of fitness training for him and should not be mis-
interpreted as reinforcing the hegemonic image of Aboriginals as ‘natural
born athletes’ who do not work hard enough in their sport because this
study identified how what seems natural is actually learned through lifetimes
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of effort and training. What is more central to understanding differences
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous athletes in this study is the meaning
the sport held for them. It should also be noted that the qualities Indigenous
athletes are renowned for in Australia are not limited to them and are valued
in some non-Indigenous athletes. For example, former Wallaby David
Campesie was renowned for his creativity, flair and unpredictability, which
are characteristics he sees and lauds in current All Black, Damien McKenzie.
He sees McKenzie as a player who has the willingness to ‘take a risk, the lack

of conformity, the spark of magic’ he values (Cully, 2019: 26). For Campese,
McKenzie is successful ‘because he is not a structured player’ and has the flair
that ‘is impossible to coach’ (Cully, 2019: 26).

On their journey to the AFL and NRL from their early teens the partici-
pants shifted from playing footy for enjoyment and cultural expression to
footy being work. This involved a disjunction between the way of learning
that they had grown up with and the formal coaching and management they
were subjected to in professional sport (see Schinke et al., 2006). Even in the
communities a few grew up in that were not Indigenous, learning was influ-
enced by an Aboriginal approach to playing footy that has been identified in
research on Indigenous sport (see Butcher & Judd, 2016). Carl (AFL – Mel-
bourne) and Toby (AFL – Sydney) did not grow up in Indigenous commu-
nities but had a strong sense of identity as Indigenous Australians and
played with other Indigenous Australians as they developed. The links
between early informal play and later creativity, flair and game sense has
been suggested in Australia by former Wallabies (Australian national rugby
team) coaches (Light & Evans, 2010) and more broadly, linked with the
development of expertise in later life regardless of culture (see Côté et al.,
2007). However, in this study it was far more dominant than any of the lit-
erature suggests anywhere else and is distinctive due to the role of sport as
an important cultural practice.

There are several hundred Indigenous peoples in Australia that existed
before colonisation who have their own country within Australia and Toby’s
mentor in Adelaide helped him find his country. This, he said, helped him
deal with the challenges of adapting to a new culture and the loneliness he so
often suffered from in his first few years in the AFL by strengthening his
Aboriginal identity. Indeed, all participants drew on their sense of identity as
Indigenous Australians to deal with the challenges they faced in adapting to
professional sport and its anti-dialogic coaching pedagogy.

Discussion

For the participants in our study learning to play footy as children involved
verbal and non-verbal interaction in developing embodied and cognitive
understandings of their sport through dialogue and egalitarian relationships
rather than being compelled to act as prescribed by someone in a position of
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power such as a coach. In fact, most of them had no coach or adult acting as
a coach until senior primary school age. Even at primary school age the
coaching they received was relatively informal and not too far removed from
the informal games they grew up with. They learned most effectively through
their own informal games played before school, at lunchtime and after
school with these informal self-managed games played whenever the oppor-
tunity arose and typically dominated each day of their lives.

There is similarity between Freire’s dialogic approach and Australian
Indigenous views on education that reject the premise that the learner is
an empty vessel and that learning is episodic in nature. Indigenous scho-
lars such as Nakata (2007), Rigney (2001), Sarra, (2011) and Yunkaporta &
Kirby (2011) make the point that learning takes place in unique socio-cul-
tural contexts where the individual is exposed to a range of pedagogical
mediums that include discussion, listening and practice and where their
identity and culture are embraced (Burgess & Evans, 2016). The value of
direct instruction in this perspective on learning is not rejected but is
considered as part of a wider philosophical view of learning as being
complex and shaped by engagement and which includes non-verbal and
implicit learning.

Most of our participants grew up and learned their sport in pre-
dominantly Indigenous communities where sport formed a central cultural
practice, in rural, remote and urban settings. Even for the boys who grew up
in more culturally diverse communities where Aboriginal culture was not
dominant, such as in the outer suburbs of Melbourne, sport was an impor-
tant community practice. Despite the diversity of communities they grew up
in these few participants had extended families and networks within which
they experienced cultural learning. As young boys most grew up watching
fathers, uncles and older brothers playing ‘footy’ and described these learn-
ing experiences to us as not only providing powerful learning in their sport
but also as being central to cultural learning, developing a sense of personal
and cultural identity. For all of them sport and the informal games they
learned through were the most meaningful activity in their lives as children.

The participants’ memories of childhood were of community gatherings,
lively interaction and games. Engagement in these games involved constant
dialogue between peers and relatives that promoted what Freire calls dialo-
gical bonds and promoted interaction with each other and their world.
Playing games and the social interaction involved formed a cultural practice
through which they embodied the values and assumptions of Aboriginal
culture. Looking at their communities as communities of practice helps
understand how continually playing games as children constituted learning
through social relationships and interaction as active learners (Lave &
Wenger, 1991). Communities of practice is one of three core concepts used
by Lave & Wenger along with ‘situated learning’ and ‘legitimate peripheral
participation’ to understand how we learn implicitly through participation in
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the practices of communities, which always involves learning the culture of
the community. Through participation in these games they not only devel-
oped skill and understanding of their sports but also learned the Aboriginal
culture with the increasingly structured nature of training that they found
constraining as they moved towards professional sport. This anti-dialogical
and prescriptive approach imposes the view of the coach or coaches on the
players with Freire (1996: 29) arguing that, ‘Every prescription represents the

imposition of one individual’s choice upon another, of the milieu within which they

also created a shared identity’.
The participants’ experiences of playing games over their childhood con-

trasted sharply transforming the consciousness of the person prescribed into
one that conforms with the prescriber’s consciousness. In this way the anti-
dialogical pedagogy of professional sport acted to oppress the participants
and in a way that can be seen as being culturally inappropriate. It acted to
dehumanise and objectify the learner and learning as a process of passing on
knowledge to passive learners through unequal power relationships. Learn-
ing as children involved very subjective experience but the pedagogy of the
AFL and NRL objectified it.

Learning to play sport primarily through informal games with friends
from the local area and relatives is not limited to Indigenous Australians or
to Indigenous people more generally. Indeed, this ‘deliberate play’ as chil-
dren has been identified as making a significant contribution to the devel-
opment of sporting expertise in later life across a range of cultures and
societies (see Côté et al., 2007). In a study on rugby coaching a former coach
of a national team suggested the importance of ‘knock up games’ in the
backyard or local park for the development of creativity, flair and being able
to play ‘what is in front of you’ (Light & Evans, 2010). This rugby coach also
made reference to his experiences of growing up short of resources and
having to be creative to get a game going that extended to tying a spare jersey
up to use as a ball when they did not have one.

The challenge of adapting from learning through informal games in local
communities to the structures and demands of professional sport are likely
not limited to Indigenous Australians. Non-Indigenous players from remote
or rural areas of Australia may possibly have similar experiences but none
would have experienced the stark contrast that the participants dealt with in
this study, which was largely due to how their learning as children was inse-
parable from Aboriginal culture.

Conclusion

The participants in this study met the immense challenges involved in
moving from local and familiar communities to the NRL and AFL. These
involved the significant challenges of cultural transitioning into the global
culture of sport as business with its vastly different meanings and practices
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when compared to where they learned to play their sport. Within this cul-
ture of the global sport industry the dominant pedagogy (implicit and expli-
cit) is anti-dialogical, which contrasted with the implicit dialogical pedagogy
through which they learned their sport and embodied Aboriginal culture.

The ways in which the participants succeeded in meeting the significant
challenges they faced was tied into their strong cultural identity and speaks
volumes about the capacity of Indigenous Australians to succeed in such
competitive and even ruthless environments (Light & Evans, 2018b). A cri-
tical consideration of the implications of their exposure to the anti-dialogic
pedagogy of professional sport and how it contradicted and contrasted with
their learning of sport and culture as children also has some significant
implications beyond their sport. From a critical pedagogy perspective the
increasingly anti-dialogic pedagogy they were exposed to on their journeys
from local communities to the NRL and AFL could also be seen as prepar-
ing them as ‘fodder’ for the NRL and AFL and the global sport industry in
which sport and athletes have been reduced to commercial commodities
(Nauright, 2004). It is also guilty of not accounting for their culture and the
significance of ‘footy’ as an important cultural practice.

The dialogic pedagogy through which the participants laid the foundations
of expertise sits upon a conception of developing sporting expertise and
player improvement as a process of learning that, like any learning, is
inseparable from culture (see Bruner, 1990). When we consider how the
participants learned to play with the skill, flair, creativity and sublime game
sense reflective of the Aboriginal ethic (Butcher & Judd, 2016) we are com-
pelled to ask what mainstream coaching could learn from the inductive,
athlete-centred Aboriginal approach. The constraints the participants
experienced with the professional, anti-dialogic, approach to player devel-
opment also seems to parallel some of the problems Indigenous people have
to wrestle with in formal, mainstream education. Drawing on Freire’s work
and ideas on education in this paper also lends support to criticism of
contemporary schools and the banking education they continue to employ.
Many AFL and NRL clubs have made considerable progress with under-
standing Aboriginal culture and developing supportive structures in their
clubs that this study justifies. It should, however, encourage further thinking
about cultural sensitivity and consideration of the central role that Abori-
ginal cultures play in the development of elite level Indigenous athletes and
in them meeting the significant challenges required when crossing the cul-
tural borders to enter the world of non-Indigenous, professional sport.
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Chapter 8

Black women, intersectionality and
sport coaching

Alexandra J. Rankin-Wright and Kevin Hylton

Introduction

In the United Kingdom (UK), as is the case globally, current statistics and
research suggests that racial and gender diversity within sport coaching and
sports leadership remains low. Sport research, equity policies and practice
have been criticised for failing to adequately address ‘race’, gender and their
intersections. This chapter provides an examination of intersecting ‘race’ and
gender issues in sport coaching in the UK. In particular, it highlights the
dynamic nexus of ‘race’ and gender, drawing on primary research from the
experiences of Black women coaches in the UK and supplemented by nar-
rative from the autobiography of ex-England football manager, Hope Powell
(Powell, 2016). Our arguments are underpinned by Critical Race Theory
(CRT) and draw from the work of Black feminism and intersectionality
scholarship. While acknowledging critiques of the term ‘Black’, and recog-
nising the multiplicity of experiences within and across different groups of
people, we adopt the term Black as an inclusive, theoretical and political
term to refer to a diverse group of racialised women, both in our review of
literature and when talking about Black women coaches as a group1. Rear-
ticulating the scholarship of Black feminists, including Hill Collins, and
hooks, Crenshaw (1989) coined the term intersectionality to emphasise the
salience and intersections of ‘race’, gender and social class with other related
identities and forms of oppressions, masked and exacerbated by structural
and institutional power. Such phenomena contribute to why Hylton (2018:
1) has reasserted that “‘race’ continues to be one of the most significant problems

of the twenty-first century” and one that continues to structure sport coaching
and leadership domains in the UK.

Notwithstanding legislative drives for equality in British sport across all
levels of participation and governance, a stark racial and gender imbalance
remains at the highest and most powerful levels of sport coaching (Hylton,
2018; Rankin-Wright et al., 2017; Sporting Equals, 2011). When Black
coaches have come to prominence they have been presented with a set of
circumstances that their White counterparts rarely contend with. They often



have to be more successful than their previous incumbents, are given less
time to prove their worth, while regularly being relieved of their posts with a
better record than those that have come before them (Hylton, 2018). Hope
Powell is a Black woman football coach from a working-class Jamaican
family in London who has been inducted into the British National Football
Museum. She has achieved a number of ‘firsts’ over the course of her career
which include being the first female England women’s national team man-
ager. Appointed by the governing body of association football in England in
1998–2013 (The Football Association: The FA) Powell brought to a close a
successful playing career when she moved into coaching. Though an inspired
appointment, The FA has been criticised about its approach to diversity by
Dame Heather Rabbatts, the chair of its own inclusion advisory board (Press
Association, 2017) as well as being described as institutionally sexist (Conn,
2016). As a successful club and England player with few others emulating her
achievements since she ended her playing career, in an interview for The

Coaches’ Voice (nd) she stated,

I was always battling. Every day I went into The FA, it felt like I was in a

fight. And I was fighting. I was fighting for women’s football. It was tough.

I was female and black. The decision-makers? White. Male. And middle-

class.

For Powell, in this moment we can see that she recognises that being in a
male dominated, patriarchal and white dominated institution was always
going to present multifarious challenges to her presence and progression
within sport coaching. As Hylton (2018: 26) argues elsewhere, “stereotyping,
institutional racism, prototypes of effective managers and narrow conceptions of

effective leadership reproduce the ideologies of those who can and cannot lead at the

highest levels”.
The chapter is structured as follows. First, we review and address the

absence of Black women’s voices, perspectives and insights in the sociology
of sport and sport coaching literature. Following this review, we then discuss
an intersectional approach drawing on the work of critical race theorists,
Black feminists and intersectionality scholarship. We highlight that this
approach both supplements and challenges previous established epistemolo-
gies, methodologies and theoretical perspectives in sport coaching (Rankin-
Wright & Norman, 2018). We go on to discuss Black women’s experiences
in sport coaching, including Hope Powell’s, that provide a counter-narrative
to the dominant ideologies espoused in sport coaching. We then facilitate an
understanding of a group of coaches whose contributions and voices have
long been systematically marginalised or ignored. We conclude by reaffirm-
ing the imminent need for critical research that theorises ‘race’, ethnicity and
gender and their intersections from the perspectives of Black women coa-
ches themselves.
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‘Silenced’ voices in sport sociology and sport coaching

In her seminal works in 1989 and 1990, Susan Birrell urged sport scholars to
broaden their theoretical frameworks and understanding of race relations to
provide more sophisticated analyses of ‘difference’ in the field of gender and
sport. In particular, Birrell (1990: 185) revealed the general absence of
women of colour in sport scholarship and the stark neglect of ‘race’ and
racial power relations. Following Lorde (1984: 117), they both assert that
“ignoring the differences of race between women and the implications of those dif-

ferences presents the most serious threat to the mobilization of women’s joint power”.
A decade after Birrell’s call, Scraton (2001) similarly expressed grave con-
cerns with the lack of theorisation of ‘difference’ and the omission of con-
sistent critiques of sport as a racialised arena by feminists. This was despite,
Scraton (2001) noted, the abundance of work outside of sport initiated by
Black feminists (Anthias & Yuval-Davis, 1993; Brah, 1996; Hill Collins,
1990; hooks, 1984, 1989; Mirza, 1997; Bhavnani & Phoenix, 1994).

Birrell’s call to broaden theoretical frameworks within the field of gender
and sport to create space and a platform to counter the systematic silencing
of ‘invisible voices’ retains its significance. Ratna & Samie’s (2018) insightful
collection, ‘Race, Gender and Sport: The Politics of Ethnic ‘Other’ Girls and

Women’, reasserted how mainstream pursuits for knowledge in the sociology
of sport have traditionally been framed by a white, Western, male Euro-
centric hegemony. As such, the dominant voices and epistemologies in sport
have been framed by a white masculine standpoint limiting discourses of
‘race’ and gender (Bruening, 2005). These approaches to the sociology of
sport have been regularly criticised for failing to adequately theorise and
critically problematise the place of ‘race’, gender and their intersections in
our understanding of sport and society (Birrell, 1989; Birrell, 1990; Scraton,
2001; Ratna & Samie, 2018; Ratna, 2017).

In the dominant work on sport, gender and women’s experiences, scho-
larship is critiqued for failing to “speak to, with, and for the diverse group of

women” through a failure to understand and fully connect the interrelated-
ness of multiple oppressions that shape Black women’s experiences, strug-
gles and achievements (hooks, 1984: 14; Hargreaves, 2000; see Ratna &
Farooq’s 2018 chapter: ‘Mapping the field: ethnic ‘Other’ females’, for a com-
prehensive critical review of scholarship on sport, race relations and gender
in sport sociology). The omission of subjugated knowledges of racialised
power relations and reproduction of dominant discourses has silenced the
voices and constructions of knowledge from Black women, erasing how they
may construct and understand ‘truths’ about their own realities, and
accounting for multiple interconnecting forms of oppression (Ratna, 2017).
This is particularly evident in sport coaching research and scholarship,
which has largely overlooked discussions pertaining to ‘race’, racialised
power relations and whiteness, and has often failed to include the voices of
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Black women coaches as knowledge formers. Scholarly attention to date that
has theorised ‘race’ and gender has tended to focus on women’s experiences
as participants or athletes/players of sport. Thus, the alternative lived reali-
ties of Black women that take into account the diverse and varied ways Black
women participate or engage in sport as coaches, for example, have been
marginal (Toffoletti & Palmer, 2017). As Carter-Francique & Olushola
(2016: 81) reaffirm:

Women of color occupy a distinctive space in which race and gender cannot be

disentangled. Racism and sexism create an “Othered” experience for women of

color in sport, including those pursuing coaching careers. Thus, the experiences

of women coaches of color must be understood from the standpoint of synergistic

effects of multiple forms of oppression that intersect to further marginalize

women of color beyond what women and men of color endure.

Critical sociological scholarship that has foregrounded the intersecting
racialised and gendered structural and relational experiences of Black women
coaches has demonstrated that Black women confront persistent, multiple
and complex oppressions. Serious critique of Black women’s intersecting
identities that constitute Hill Collins’ matrix of domination underpins much
of this work. Bruening (2005) is part of a vanguard of critical scholars intent
on illuminating the experiences of Black women in sport. Her commitment
to delineating the bounded discourses of ‘race’ and gender in sport reveals a
sector and cognate disciplines that habitually see “all women as White and
all men as Black”. Though we join these scholars to emphasise that Black
women coaches’ experiences are not homogenous we do however stipulate
that there are assumptions, processes and practices at play recognisable by
them in sport. These include: feeling ‘tokenistic’ and hypervisible in their
organisations and within their coaching roles, prejudice assumptions regard-
ing their capabilities as a coach and leader, and everyday experiences of
racism and sexism, often intertwined, that isolate, intimidate, and can leave
them feeling under-valued (Borland & Bruening, 2010; Carter-Francique &
Olushola, 2016; Norman et al., 2014; King, 2007; Rankin-Wright &
Norman, 2018; Rankin-Wright et al., 2017). To include a gendered dimen-
sion to Fanon’s analogy of the ‘white mask’, King (2007) argued that Black
women coaches in the UK adopt a ‘gendered white mask’ to negotiate the
multiple and layered oppressions they face in the coaching and leadership
spaces of football.

Analogous to this, there is a stark under-representation of women in all
leadership positions across British sport and continued calls for the need to
hear and include more women coaches’ voices and perspectives to inform
sport research, policy and practice (Women in Sport, 2015). More specifi-
cally, there is an acute lack of visibility of women from Black, Asian and
minoritised ethnic groups in policy contexts and sport scholarship (Ratna &
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Samie, 2018; Rankin-Wright & Norman, 2018; Armstrong, 2007). On the
whole, the majority of research on women’s experiences of sport coaching
has by default been concerned with white middle-class women in Western
countries, who represent a racial majority (Caudwell, 2011). In these works,
‘race’ has been arguably lost almost entirely. Whiteness operates as the
dominant norm and there is limited debate of political and historical con-
texts. Too little is known about the personal, political and historical experi-
ences, insights and standpoints of Black British women sport coaches from
diverse backgrounds (Scraton, 2001; King, 2007; Ratna, 2011). Borland &
Bruening (2010) support this further by adding to Bruening’s (2005) thesis
above that where diversity has been the focus of scholarship it has tended to
have a discrete focus on gender or race. Black women in sport, and specifi-
cally Black women sport coaches, have thus fallen through the legislative and
academic discourse cracks when ‘race’ and gender have been addressed as
mutually exclusive categories of analysis and experience in both organisa-
tional monitoring and research (Rankin-Wright et al., forthcoming).

Power, privilege and resistance

In his book Contesting ‘Race’ and Sport: Shaming the Colour Line, Hylton
(2018) makes reference to Du Bois’ notion of ‘living within the veil’, ‘double
consciousness’ and the idea of ‘twoness’. A recognition that racialised people
understand the politics of living in a world dominated by the privileges and
supremacy of whiteness that forces them to skilfully comprehend and navi-
gate it. The sovereignty of whiteness and the oft unspoken significance of
‘race’, forces performances of whiteness in social spaces by the sensitised
Black ‘other’ where cultural norms associated with whiteness are highly
valued. The whiteness of boards, leadership groups, fandom, presenters and
commentators, referees and officials are not part of common sporting dis-
courses outside of the frequent spikes in racism. Though things have
improved in regard to increased women’s sport coverage on television and in
the newspapers, when gender becomes part of the mainstream conversation
in sport it is often because of a reaction to extraordinary, rather than every-
day, events. These issues may arise from, in the example of Hope Powell,
being sacked from her position as manager of the England women’s team
after 15 years, the disruption of somatic and/or gender norms valued or
privileged in key societal or organisational spaces, or in the case of Eniola
Aluko, a player of the England women’s football team, a sensational display
of institutionalised racial and gendered harassment in the upper echelons of
football by the England women’s team manager (BBC Sport, 2017). Aluko’s
precarious position as a Black England women’s player was exacerbated in
the asymmetrical gendered and racialised team culture led by its manager
Mark Sampson. Sampson’s ill-considered racist joking and the English FA’s
inappropriate attempts to keep the issue quiet was heavily criticised by
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independent barristers and a committee made up of members of parliament.
It later transpired that a number of people connected to the team and The
FA were implicated in the investigation from The FA Chairman Greg Clarke
down to the goalkeeping coach Lee Kendall. The FA later apologised for its
‘systemic, historic failings’. For Black women, it is in these moments of
raced/gendered disruption where critical identity work takes place that can
simultaneously engender dynamics of accommodation, assimilation and
resistance by women who have to work hard to fit in. It is in the liminal
spaces that Black women coaches occupy where they must tend to the
additional and stressful work of establishing their professional status, com-
petence and compatibility with the role in hand (Harlow, 2003; Hylton,
2018). Yet it is a critical undertaking to understand how ‘race’ and gender
intersect to enhance our understandings of the experiences and context of
Black women coaches.

Black Feminism has many similarities with feminism in its resistance to
omnipresent patriarchy and gendered oppression. However, it is in relation
to ‘race’ where the Black Feminist thinkers differ from more traditional
feminist thought in their approach to understanding and challenging
oppression. Like Critical Race Theory, which is fundamentally connected to
its founders’ core ideas about the centrality of ‘race’ in society and the per-
manence of everyday racism (Gillborn, 2008; Hawkins et al., 2017; Hylton,
2010, 2018), Black feminists acknowledge that it is at this juncture where past
and present racialised gendered experiences facilitate the need for a funda-
mental shift in standpoints. As Harris (2007: 57) argues, “the salience of one’s
racial identity whether internally or externally imposed, forces one to live a ‘double

life’”. Ladson-Billings (1998), Bell (1992) and Gillborn (2008) argue that the
salience of ‘race’ in society cannot be under-played. The centrality of ‘race’ is
the starting point of any critique while its position at the nexus of other
intersecting identities is crucial to its applicability as an inclusive critical lens.
CRT aims to centre and transform the racialised experiences of those often
on the margins of sport epistemologies, methodologies and theory (Hylton,
2018; Burdsey, 2011; Hawkins et al., 2017). These experiences, often descri-
bed as the ‘voice’ of the marginalised, are privileged in a broader con-
textualisation of racial dynamics within society. Intersectionality is a legacy
of Black feminism, though regardless of its intellectual beginnings it is not
fixed to any particular intersections, and closely interconnected as a key
element of Critical Race Theory (Carbado, 2013). Lee (2012: 468) describes
the intersectional dialectic and power associated with social dynamics when
she considers how,

Intersection enables and disables, allows and hinders, does and undoes: it is a

hinge, a point of convergence. ‘Seemingly’ formal and neutral in its silent

workings, intersection also ‘presses’ on, forward and inward.
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We all have intersecting identities yet the configuration of some enhance our
ability to move through institutions and societies better than others. And
though there are consistencies among subordinated and dominant groups
they are contingent on context, geography and time. Black feminism puts the
experiences of Black women coaches at the centre to ensure that they are a
visible and substantive part of research, professional and social agendas. It is
at this point where CRT and Black feminism coalesce. CRT and Black fem-
inism speak truth to the power of influential actors in sport coaching
through analogous standpoints that challenge the pseudo-meritocracy and
colour-blindness in common approaches to sport policy and practice (Haw-
kins et al., 2017; Bruno Massao & Fasting, 2014; Ratna & Samie, 2018;
Burdsey, 2011). Further, microaggressions, interest convergence, whiteness
critiques and intersectionality make essential contributions to examining
racialised relations in sport and society (Coram & Hallinan, 2017; Hylton,
2010; Fletcher & Hylton, 2018; Hylton, 2017; Hylton & Morpeth, 2014;
Rankin-Wright et al., 2017; Rankin-Wright et al., 2016). Crucially, CRT and
Black feminism challenge preoccupations with ‘objectivity’ for standpoints
that recognise social justice, and the bias of cultural, epistemic and social
discourses that privilege particular approaches to knowledge formation over
others. They therefore advocate that debates in sport such as the experiences
of Black women coaches that have traditionally operated at the margins are
centred in the context of sport coaching.

‘Talking back’: the research

This section presents passages from Hope Powell’s biography juxtaposed
with findings from Black women coaches interviewed in Rankin-Wright’s
doctoral study. Before presenting this, it is worth reflecting upon how the
inconsistencies of organisations contribute to the inclusion/exclusion of
Black women coaches. In the equalities literature, it has often been argued
that reactive or gestural institutions will often take a minimalist approach to
diversity, equity and inclusion (Hylton & Totten, 2013; Lusted, 2017;
Lusted, 2009). This can be manifest in basic provision, terms and conditions
in place to comply with legal requirements. In some cases, the symbolism of
charters, campaigns and action plans have been viewed by organisations as
evidence in themselves of action rather than the actual implementation and
recording of progress. Such activities have been described as types of ‘per-
formance’ or ‘symbolic gestures’ that act as devices to distract and obfuscate
weak or superficial approaches to equalities work (Ahmed, 2007; Ahmed,
2009). Race and gender equality in sport coaching has been described by us
(Rankin-Wright et al., 2017) as ‘blind spots’ for many national governing
bodies. For example, The FA’s 2018–21 Equality, Diversity and Inclusion
action plan (The FA, 2018) states that (1) equality, diversity and inclusion
means valuing and celebrating our differences, (2) differences can be
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something tangible like gender, race and ethnicity, and (3) they believe
embracing equality, diversity and inclusion makes us stronger, and better
equipped to meet the challenges of the modern game.

There are few that would actively argue against policy commitments
toward equality, diversity and inclusion especially where complex identities
in historically disparate organisations are concerned. Yet, as an informed
insider, Hope Powell’s assessment of her appointment at The FA was initi-
ally quite sceptical and perhaps more reflective of her lived reality of work-
ing in football. When asked why she thought she was appointed she
remarked in The Coaches’ Voice interview,

Why me? I felt it was a bit of a token gesture. Black. Female. Ticked a
box.

(Coaches’ Voice, nd)

It should be noted that The FA Inclusion Advisory Board had its first
meeting in January 2014, a year after Powell left the England coaching job.
The notion of box ticking for Hope Powell may have seemed more pro-
nounced in a period where there may have been less of a focus on ‘race’,
gender and broader equalities concerns. Carter-Francique & Olushola (2016:
81) further discuss the “synergistic effects of multiple forms of oppression” that
intersect and further marginalise Black women coaches in a sport coaching
field that privileges whiteness and maleness. These multiple oppressions
were poignantly articulated by the coaches who shared their experiences for
Rankin-Wright & Norman’s (2018) chapter, ‘The inclusion of Black women in

sport coaching in the United Kingdom’. Eight coaches, from different sports
with a range of coaching experience, qualifications and from different ethnic
backgrounds, shared their journeys and experiences of entering and pro-
gressing in coaching. This fear of evidencing an organisational commitment
to diversity and the continual physical and emotional toll of ‘standing out’
within an occupation traditionally dominated by whiteness and masculinity
was reinforced by the coaches interviewed for Rankin-Wright’s doctoral
research:

That’s what I kind of worry about sometimes, I don’t want people thinking “oh

we’ll tick, she’s Black and she’s female”.

(Amelia, cited in Rankin-Wright & Norman, 2017)

When I got the job with [NGB] I think there’s a tick box that everybody has to

tick isn’t it? […] so I think that was just a tick box, “Oh we got a Black girl,

Black female”.

(Carol, cited in Rankin-Wright & Norman, 2017)
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One can never underestimate the additional pressures of everyday racism
and the microaggressions related to being a Black woman in UK coaching
structures, particularly at the high-performance level. The processes of
racialisation and gendered relations not only marked the coaches’ bodies as
different but also challenged their presence within the spaces of sport
coaching (Rankin-Wright & Norman, 2017). Consequently, the coaches
often felt the need to legitimise their existence, to justify their visibility as the
only female and only Black coach even if motives are continually questioned
and actions continually challenged (Rankin-Wright & Norman, 2017).

Research has shown that a number of similarities can be drawn across
women’s experiences in and of sport coaching. However, women as indivi-
duals, within and across groups, also face layered privileges and oppressions
heightened by multiple and interconnecting identities and positionalities.
LaVoi (2016) advocates centring intersectionality and power relations to
address the multi-level and complex challenges facing women coaches and
leaders. For the Black women coaches who shared their experiences in
Rankin-Wright’s doctoral research, a ‘gendered racism’ (Essed, 1991) was
similarly in operation where ‘race’ and gender were inextricably linked in
day-to-day interactions as coaches in their respective sports and organisa-
tions (Rankin-Wright & Norman, 2018; Rankin-Wright et al., 2017). Seema,
an Asian British Pakistani woman who had previously coached at grassroots
level, explained:

BME [sic] women are fighting a different battle than White Caucasian [sic]

women.

(Seema, cited Rankin-Wright & Norman, 2018: 213)

Carol, a Black Caribbean coach for an individual sport who was actively
coaching at high-performance level at the time of the interview, discussed the
interconnecting oppressions she frequently negotiated in relation to feeling
stereotyped:

I think some of it’s to do with race but I think some of it’s to do with being a

woman … they tarnish every Black person with the same brush. I say to people

just because that person is like that, don’t tarnish me! So, I’m not sure if it’s

racism, sexism… do you know what I mean? I think it’s all of it.

(Carol, quote from Rankin-Wright et al., 2017: 11)

These coaches had, and would continue to have, a more challenging journey
to navigate compared to their White female counterparts due to compound-
ing intersecting racialised relations within White dominated organisations
(Rankin-Wright et al., 2017). In this case, Carol recognises the multiple
inflected way her sport can impact her experience materially, discursively and
affectively as a Black woman coach. Powell recognised that she would always

136 A.J. Rankin-Wright and K. Hylton



have an added barrier of having to manage a gendered culture, assumptions
about ability and fitness for purpose as a woman football coach. She empha-
sised this point when stating that,

Just because you’re a man, it’s assumed you have more knowledge. As a
woman, you always have to prove yours. […] It has to change […] It’s
another fight.

(Coaches’ Voice, nd)

All coaches have to cajole and persuade stakeholders to release resources
to achieve their visions for success. Another fight, for Hope Powell, is an
additional one that men coaches in The FA have the privilege to avoid thus
saving their energies for other generic challenges for the job in hand.
However, in this case she does not stop short at her observation of the
primacy of masculinity. Hope Powell recognises the added dimension of
racial dynamics at play within the English Football Association that
required her to critically manage the double-burden of gender and ‘race’. In
her autobiography, she also acknowledges that as a gay woman she had to
take the unfortunate step of having to reveal her sexuality to her pro-
spective employers because of the fear that they (The FA) may not want to
take her on.

I told The FA from the off that I lived with my partner Michelle, just in
case the press wanted to make any kind of issue about it. […] Overall,
the press gave me a very enthusiastic welcome, albeit in the limited
amount of column inches that women’s football gained in those days.

(Powell, 2016: 69)

In this example Hope Powell’s White women coach counterparts have the
privilege of not having to manage the racialised assumptions that coalesce
with gender that draw on stereotypes of fitness for play over leadership,
physicality over intellect. Sexuality and everyday homophobia in the press
adds a further layer of complexity and pressure to this Black woman’s pro-
fessional being. Being a body out of place in football coaching for Hope
Powell is more than gender, more than ‘race’. It is ‘both’, further, it is ‘both’
‘and’ (Hill Collins and Bilge, 2016: 3). Powell’s openness about her sexuality
as a gay Black woman exemplifies the multiple interlocking oppressions that
adds to considerations of the intersections of ‘race’ and gender that we have
unpacked in this chapter. Everyday sexism and racism for Black women
coaches encompasses a myriad of interconnecting oppressions that are more
or less pertinent at different times and in different contexts (Rankin-Wright
& Norman, 2018). Specific intersecting processes are experienced and nego-
tiated by Black women coaches in multifaceted, complex and dynamic ways.
Yet there are similarities that can be drawn from these counter-narratives
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that enfeeble the dominant perspectives espoused from the coaching system.
To understand the experiences of Hope Powell and the Black women coa-
ches interviewed in Rankin-Wright’s study, it is clear that the intersection of
gender, ‘race’ and their intersections with other identities and oppressions,
with coaching, require a critical unpacking. Although these stories were
individualised and multidimensional, and therefore cannot be essentialised
nor generalised, the counter-narratives together highlight the racialised and
gendered structures, power processes, and practices that reinforce the dom-
inance of both whiteness and masculinity within sport coaching organisa-
tions (Rankin-Wright & Norman, 2018).

Conclusion

The trends towards the silencing of Black women’s experiences within sport
coaching research and practice highlights the imminent need for critical
research that theorises ‘race’, ethnicity, gender and their intersections from
the perspectives of Black women coaches themselves. We write this chapter
in the context of a research environment where the marginality of such
issues in sport coaching and the sociology of sport are being exacerbated by
anti-intellectual research assessment exercises that encourage writing in more
established domains. Thus, reinforcing dominant epistemologies. We must
offer a word of caution that these pressures must not be acceded to. We also
remind readers that great writing and seminal texts can still emerge from
challenging educational environments. For instance, Patricia Hill Collins
(2015: 2349) remarked about her book Black Feminist Thought that,

I had no idea who would read the book, and I certainly did not evaluate
its worth by contemporary metrics of categorizing, ranking and evaluat-
ing everything.

The Black women coaches whose voices we reflect upon here are tacit
reminders of how little knowledge we have of their entry and experiences of
progression in sport coaching and of how important it is for us to continue
to find out. Regardless of levels of celebrity there are strong similarities and
patterns that emerge from them in regards to (i) how they view their sports
as racialised entities and (ii) how the double-burden of ‘race’ and gender
offers a ‘both’-‘and’ dynamic that requires a more detailed comprehension
that moves beyond mainstream additive approaches to ‘race’ and ‘gender’.
These narratives further illustrate the interrelatedness of multiple oppres-
sions that shape Black women coaches’ experiences within sport coaching
that are unique from those of Black men and White women, and are unique
to each individual coach within their ethnic group (Bruening, 2005). In many
cases ‘race’ OR gender debates lend themselves to overly simplistic
conclusions.
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Critical Race Theory and Black feminism’s engagement with transforming
racialised and gendered power in sport and society reflects a definite centring
of important contemporary issues and hints at alternative ways to view the
location and experience of Black women coaches in sport coaching. They
disavow sport coaching of notions of colour-blindness, meritocracy and
‘race’ neutrality and underscore approaches that fundamentally challenge
traditional laissez faire policy and practice. Sport coaching research must
explore the interconnections between and among systems of oppressions
and how such interconnecting oppressions are organised regarding structural
domains of power relations (Hill Collins, 2000: 12). Hence, questions about
equalities, identities, leadership and role models in sport coaching become
underpinned by a tacit understanding of intersectionality and how it might
affect considerations for the coaching workforce and the success of the
sport. Further, questions of social justice and transformation naturally lead
to reflections about ‘who we are’, ‘how we know?’ and ‘what are we going to
do about it?’. Such questions disrupt the status quo and engender a more
productive debate concerning Black women and their contribution to the
success of sport coaching.

Note

1 The debates around terminology are complex. Whilst acknowledging critiques of
the term ‘Black’, and recognising the multiplicity of experiences within and across
different groups of people we use this term in the political and theoretical sense, as
solidarity in the commonalities of shared oppressions and empowerment for com-
munities. However, we shift terminology when citing particular writers and coaches
to reflect their use of terminology as relevant to their own context and politics.
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Chapter 9

Beyond the Xs and Os

The representation of black college coaches

Joyce Olushola-Ogunrinde and Akilah R. Carter-
Francique

Introduction

Sport is a microcosm of society, and therefore, it is not immune to the varying
ways that racism and racial discrimination can reify social problems (Singer,
2005).While race and its intersections with other social identities (i.e., ethnicity,
gender, social class, religion, sexual orientation) create an “Othered” experience
for Black people specifically, and people of color generally, in the cultural
context of sport discriminatory challenges shape the access and treatment for
those pursuing careers in college coaching (Carter-Francique &Olushola, 2016;
Sagas & Cunningham, 2005). College sports in the United States (U.S.) are
organized by various organizations at a varsity and club level. For the purpose
of this paper, we are focusing on those varsity sports governed by the National
Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA). The NCAA was formed in 1906 in
the United States of America to increase the safety and well-being outcome of
student-athletes. Currently, the NCAA oversees 420,000 college athletes for
1000 member institutions (e.g., colleges, universities). Participation in college
sports is key to training and development of professional athletes, coaches, and
administrators as it serves as the direct feeding platform to professional and
Olympic sports. College athletes are recruited as early as adolescence to play at
this level and these athletes serve as the largest pool of potential college coaches.
Therefore, the forces shaping sport participation, namely racial and gender
ideologies, also shape the opportunities and experiences of Black coaches.

Parallel to the larger U.S. society, the manifestation of racism on the
experiences of racially and ethnically “Othered” coaches is attributed to the
devaluation of the contributions to their team, the higher performance stan-
dards, decreased job satisfaction, and high job turnover rates (Sagas & Cun-
ningham, 2005). Yet, in spite of these experiences, the stories of Black coaches
like Charlie Strong and C. Vivian Stringer demonstrate that Black college
coaches have found success intrinsically and extrinsically. These individuals
represent a larger group of underrepresented coaches whose experiences can
provide insight into unpacking and dismantling the isomorphic forces that
continue to privilege Whiteness over non-White people in college coaching.



With a growing recognition of diversity in sport in the U.S., more scho-
larly attention has been given to exploring the coaching experiences for
Black people and increasing the quality of these experiences and quantity of
their representation (Carter-Francique, 2018; Singer et al., 2010). Extant lit-
erature and contemporary realities promote the need for a sociohistorical
perspective of the enablers and barriers influencing Black coaches’ experi-
ences (Lapchick et al., 2015). Capturing these experiences is necessary to
redress the “sporting myths of meritocracy and inclusion” (Rankin-Wright et al.,
2017: 616) that pathologize coaching disparities faced by Black coaches as
innate to their race as opposed to socially constructed through racialized and
gendered sport structures.

Statistical data demonstrate Black coaches are continuously under-
represented at the college level in comparison to their levels of participation
as players across a range of college sports (Lapchick, 2018; NCAA, 2019).
For instance, in football, the percentage of Black college athletes is 39%,
while only 11% of the head coaches, 10% of offense coordinators, 20% of
defensive coordinators and 29% of assistant coaches are Black. Similarly, in
men’s basketball, which has the highest percentage of Black student-athletes
at 45%, Black head coaches were 17% and assistant coaches 33%.

More directly, Lapchick (2018) from The Institute for Diversity and Ethics
in Sport (TIDES) found college sport reflected a C+ (78.3%) grade for
diverse racial representation and C+ (75.1%) grade for gender (male, female)
representation (see Lapchick [2018] for more details on the grading rubric).
Despite being overly represented in the sports of football, basketball, and
track and field as athletes, Black college coaches are grossly under-
represented in their profession. Scholars have examined this reality
throughout the years, and while the challenges of Black women were exam-
ined (Abney, 1989, 2007; Abney & Richey, 1991; Borland & Bruening, 2010;
Carter-Francique & Olushola, 2016), an overwhelming number of research
examinations focus on Black men (Agyemang & DeLorme, 2010; Cunning-
ham, 2010; Cunningham et al., 2001; Day & McDonald, 2010; Latimer &
Mathes, 1985; Mixon & Treviño, 2004; Sagas & Cunningham, 2004; Singer
et al., 2010). To address this oversight, this chapter employs an intersectional
perspective to explore the factors shaping the coaching landscape for Black
coaches and provides strategies for increasing the quantity and quality of
their experience.

Therefore, the purpose of this chapter is to (a) identify and analyze the
structural, representational, and political challenges experienced by Black
men and women coaches and (b) provide recommendations for transforma-
tive policies and practices to enable greater equity in the recruitment and
retention of Black men and women coaches in college sport. To be con-
sistent with the NCAA’s terminology used to describe and collect data on
coaches of African descent, “Black” will be used in addressing coaches in
this article.
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Theoretical framework: intersectionality theory

To better understand and identify the enablers and barriers for Black col-
legiate coaches, there is a need to provide a framework that explicates how
the historic construction of the U.S. works to perpetuate myths and stereo-
types and inhibits efforts of marginalized groups while justifying the actions
and philosophical beliefs of dominant groups. Hence, we found that a cri-
tical perspective is best to support these experiences, particularly through
the perspective of Critical Race Theory (CRT). Critical Race Theory was
born out of Critical Legal Studies (CLS) in the 1980s in the U.S. and sought
to take CLS into action by centering race and providing a space for social
transformation. Therefore, CRT emerged as a framework that could
continue the efforts of the Civil Rights movement and speak about
“Othered” people and groups that are often rendered silent in society and
cultural institutions like sport.

Critical race theory has five fundamental tenets that work to guide our
understanding of marginalization, yet illuminate actionable efforts to redress
social inequalities that include: (a) the centrality of race and racism and their
intersectionality with other forms of subordination, (b) the challenge to
dominant ideology, (c) the commitment to social justice, (d) the centrality of
experiential knowledge, and (e) the transdisciplinary perspective (Solorzano,
1997, 1998; Solorzano & Bernal, 2001; Solorzano & Yosso, 2000). For the
purpose of this chapter, and as alluded, we employ the centrality of race and
racism and their intersectionality with other forms of subordination.
Employing this tenet to examine the experiential realities of Black college
coaches can prove beneficial as it centers race and racism and acknowledges
the intersecting identities such as sex, social class, religion, sexual orienta-
tion, age, disability, and geographic location that can differentially impact the
quality of life for people and groups. Thus, we will utilize intersectionality
theory to identify, analyze, and transform the quality of Black college coa-
ches’ experiences and the quantity of their representation.

To address the purpose of this chapter it is necessary to identify and
understand the experiences, patterns, and pathways, utilizing a critical
theory. Critical theories can unpack the similarities and differences between
Black men and women, yet link their experiences to a broader conversation
of diversity and inclusion. Therefore, Kimberle Crenshaw’s (1991) inter-
sectionality theoretical framework will be used to contextualize the current
state of Black college coaches by exploring (a) the ways in which race and
ideologies are manifested through the evaluation of the quantity and quality
of Black coaches; (b) the legislation and political landscape shaping oppor-
tunities for Black coaches; and (c) experiential excerpts from current and
former Black collegiate coaches to triangulate the data uncovered in the lit-
erature and to describe the lived effects of the concepts explored. Inter-
sectionality posits that marginalized individuals’ lived experiences are shaped
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by various social factors (i.e., race, social class, religion, gender) simulta-
neously. Hence, social factors work in concert on a macro level to push
groups to the margins of society and/or hinder their growth and develop-
ment within institutional contexts and organizations on a meso level. The
effects result in a multiplicative layering of oppression felt on a personal
micro level.

Intersectional challenges of Black college coaches

Intersectionality theory offers the opportunity to act through informing and
creating transformative policies and best practices on three levels within
society and sport: structural, representational, and political (Crenshaw,
1991). Therefore, we employ structural intersectionality to focus on how
Black coaches’ lived experiences are qualitatively different from White coa-
ches’ experiences (i.e., daily treatment). Representational intersectionality is
utilized to provide insight on how media and popular cultures’ portrayal of
Black women and men coaches suppresses the realities of their lived experi-
ences. And, political intersectionality is used to demonstrate how legislation
and institutional policies have systematically decreased access and opportu-
nities for Black coaches.

Structural challenges

College coaching is overwhelming White. Approximately 9% of college head
coaches and 15% of assistant coaches are Black, numbers that have
remained stagnant for the last 20 years (NCAA, 2019; Lapchick, 2018).
While many factors are considered in choosing a coach, many scholars have
called for a deeper look into these numbers to further understand how racial
ideologies shape the opportunities afforded for Blacks (and people of color
generally) to enter the coaching ranks (Cunningham & Sagas, 2005; Lap-
chick, 2018; McDowell, 2008). Even from the practitioner’s standpoint,
Johnson (2017) affirms scholarly examinations of college sport on the “sys-
temic barriers to entry” into college coaching discern how the “pipeline,” or
pathway, to achieve a coaching position reflects distinct differences based on
race. Therefore, we begin our investigation of Black college coaching with
the structural factors shaping this phenomenon.

Structural intersectionality interrogates the policies and regulations,
rooted in social categorizations, which create differential treatment and
experiences for marginalized groups and shape the political and physical
position of Black college coaches. Sport environments are entrenched with
racialized beliefs about a person’s abilities which are institutionalized
through policies (or the lack thereof) and practices that leave objective
hiring criteria to subjective interpretation (Cunningham & Sagas, 2005).
For example, Black people’s athletic participation fuels such notions of
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physical superiority and intellectual inferiority (Sailes, 1993) through their
service in the roles of “physical positions,” rather than the roles of
“thinking” positions in some sports (e.g., quarterback in American Foot-
ball) which is evidenced not only on the playing field (i.e., stacking) but
also in the positions of Black coaches. Of the 138 Football Bowl Subdivi-
sion (FBS) schools, considered the highest level of college sports, only 12
schools have Black head football coaches; these numbers are similar in
men and women’s basketball. With college athletes serving as the potential
pool of college athletes, the low and stagnant number of Black coaches
becomes more alarming (Everhart & Chelladurai, 1998). Though the
increasing number of Black coaches would suggest progress, the percentage
and position rank of these coaches remains the same (Lapchick, 2018;
NCAA, 2019). The stagnation in these numbers can be attributed to insti-
tutionalized practices of access discrimination and treatment discrimination
based on race and gender that often go unchecked because they are seen as
normal and the ideologies guiding them seen as true.

Access discrimination refers to the prejudice Black coaches face in gaining
access to positions, resources, and influence vital to acquiring and sustaining
positions within their field. In 2005, Cunningham and Sagas found Black
men represented 33% of assistant basketball coaches though they consisted
of 48% of the former athletes. While Black athletes are highly sought after
as participants, or labor, that same desire is not reflected in coaching posi-
tions, or as administrative leaders. White coaches and athletic administrators
are hiring White coaches to the exclusion of Black coaches creating an iso-
morphic view of who has the capacity to coach. Cunningham and Sagas
(2005) found Black coaches were more likely to obtain the position when
under Black head coaches than White head coaches with one in six White
head coaches having no Black coaches on their staff. Furthermore, Black
coaches’ ability to be hired is compounded by the lack of Black head coa-
ches and, more specifically, the smaller number of Black sport adminis-
trators (e.g., Athletic Director, Associate Director, Assistant Director).

For Black men, beliefs about their cognitive ability denied them access to
head coaching positions as they were presumed incompetent to be head
coaches and that their “talent” is in recruiting. The overrepresentation of
Black coaches in recruiting and special assistant positions suggests they are
not considered able to handle a “thinking” position (Anderson, 1993). The
roles and responsibilities of special assistants and recruiters are informed by
and dependent on the often highly subjective needs of head coaches and
college sports organizations and are not officially recognized by the NCAA.
Therefore, experience in these roles is difficult to quantify and leverage for
promotion in the coaching ranks. For Black women, beliefs about their atti-
tude and leadership abilities (Carter-Francique, In Press; McDowell, 2008;
McDowell et al., 2009) foreground their entrance into college sport admin-
istration and participation and the experiences during their tenure. Carter-
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Francique (In Press) reviewed the archetypes that often frame Black women
in society, namely as mammies, jezebels, and sapphires and discerned that
the racialized representations of Black women create biases and a culture of
microaggressions within college sport. Under these lenses, Black women are
characterized as having undesirable coaching traits ranging from angry to
aggressive to sexually permissive to nurturing. Consequently, these same
traits are also used to justify the clustering of Black women in positions that
focus on nurturing college athletes and their families (i.e., academic advising,
special assistants).

The statistics also indicate Black college coaches have one opportunity to
succeed in their position as few of them are rehired after being fired or
relieved of duty (Johnson, 2017). Therefore, the limited access and coach-
ing opportunities for Black men and women also limits their potential
ability to serve in administrative capacities as the pool for these positions is
often filled from persons in the coaching ranks (Carter-Francique, 2018).
While Seebruck & Savage (2014) indicated Black coaches benefit from
being on the staff of White head coaches, without Black people gaining
social capital to influence hiring and promotion decisions in college ath-
letics, the institutionalized practices of homogenous reproduction will
continue (cf., Powell, 2008).

Treatment discrimination references the behaviors, attitudes, and limited
opportunities to access resources (e.g., education, leadership development)
for advancement. In college athletics, treatment discrimination is rooted in
racial and gender stereotypes which create unrealistic beliefs and expecta-
tions about Black coaches that are often utilized to evaluate their perfor-
mance (Harrison, 1998). Sagas & Cunningham (2004) explained that leaders
in sport organizations are more likely to associate and appreciate those with
similar demographics (i.e., race, gender, age) as themselves (e.g., homogenous
reproduction). Moreover, leaders are more likely to attribute preferred
characteristics of employees based on race. Over time, these preferences
become the structural habitus of sport organizations, normalizing these
social beliefs through hiring and promotion criteria, behavior policies, and
differential, often discriminatory, treatment. Unfortunately, discrimination
becomes harder to prove as it does not manifest in overt acts and often is
explained away by personal preference, the will of stakeholders, and/or lack
of professional experience.

Treatment discrimination also occurs in the form of resource distribu-
tion. The concentration of resources – physical, financial, and social – in
college sport lies within those in power, namely White males, who are
more likely to provide those resources to other White males (Cooper et al.,
2017; Cunningham & Sagas, 2004; McDowell, 2008). This preference cre-
ates a deep divide between the resources available to White and Black
coaches, which is exacerbated for Black women, in obtaining, maintaining,
and excelling in the coaching profession. For example, sharing and
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providing opportunities to obtain professional development training (e.g.,
NCAA Leadership Institute, National Football League (NFL) Coaches
Academy). Another example reveals that White coaches are more likely to
hire other White coaches creating challenges for Black coaches to gain the
experience needed to qualify for promotions. A powerful example of this
phenomenon occurred in 2014: She was a four year letterman (an award
given to student-athletes who meet the school’s standard of athletic excel-
lence) at the University of Southern California (USC) Trojans basketball
team, sixth in NCAA history for career points and third in rebounding, a
three time Naismith College Player of the Year, and a Wade Trophy reci-
pient. She later became the first USC basketball player to have her jersey
retired; and, participate in the Olympic Games, Pan American Games, and
Goodwill Games, and played professionally for the Women’s National
Basketball Association (WNBA). But, even with all of these accolades and
social and athletic capital, she had difficulties attaining an intercollegiate
head coaching position. You may ask yourself, “How can a person fail to
obtain a coaching position with this resume?”

Cheryl Miller, inducted into the Basketball Hall of Fame in 1995, pon-
dered this very notion during her job search before being hired as the head
women’s basketball coach at Langston University in 2014. Despite her
aforementioned resume, Miller said, “It was very humbling …. Sometimes we

get in the mindset where it should be easy, and it wasn’t. There were a lot of doors

that were slammed” (Steckley, 2014, personal communication). Miller’s story
highlights how objective criteria of success (e.g., coaching experience, win-
ning championships, personal statistics) can still be viewed subjectively
through the color of their skin.

Representational challenges

Acknowledging the present-day implications of U.S. structural and political
history, the limitations placed on Black coaches can be further exacerbated
and ultimately repackaged by mediated (re)presentation. The mediated image
of Black men and women as coaches has the ability to maintain and/or alter
how they are perceived in society and sport. Crenshaw (1991) contends the
most influential method to devalue Black people is through their cultural
representation. Specifically, she states representational intersectionality
“would include both the ways in which these images are produced through a con-

fluence of prevalent narratives of race and gender, as well as a recognition of how

contemporary critiques of racist and sexist representation marginalize” Black
people (Crenshaw, 1991: 1283).

Furthermore, the mediated image of Black men and women as coaches
affects how they are perceived as qualified leaders within college sport. This
(re)presentation manifests through stereotypes and myths and the stories and
personal narratives within the college sport environment and beyond. There
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is a historical practice of utilizing myths and negative stereotypes to describe
Black people as a race and characterize their behavior, work ethic, and
intellectual capabilities in society and sport (Harrison, 1998; Vertinsky &
Captain, 1998). Social myths are legitimized through the “attitudes, values,

beliefs, stereotypes, and ideologies that provide moral and intellectual justification

for the social practices that distribute social value within the social systems” (Sida-
nius & Pratto, 1999: 45). In sport the utilization of stereotypes and perpe-
tuation of myths are commonly utilized through announcers’ and media
journalists’ characterizations and framing of Black athletes at the college and
professional levels (Billings, 2004; Bruce, 2004; Denham et al., 2002; Eastman
& Billings, 2001; McCarthy & Jones, 1997; Mercurio & Filak, 2010).

For example, Mercurio and Filak (2010) examined how Black college
football quarterbacks were framed by a major print media entity finding that
writers used racial stereotypes to describe the physical attributes of a Black
quarterback as being:

a big guy with a rifle arm, good mobility, good feet, shows good overall
toughness and a good feel for the game.

SI [Sports Illustrated], though, ended its description of this player with the
following statement:

His biggest adjustment will be in the mental area, as he will face sophis-
ticated NFL defenses, and his ability to learn a new system quickly and
make the right decisions will be critical to his early NFL success.

(Mercurio & Filak, 2010: 66–67)

These descriptions of Black male college athletes’ abilities reflect notions of
athletic superiority and intellectual inferiority which are noted to influence
how athletic directors and institutional administrators perceive Black men
and women as coaching candidates.

Stereotypes are defined as “an exaggerated belief associated with a category.

Its function is to justify (rationalize) our conduct in relation to that category” (All-
port, 1979: 191). Sport scholars examined how the use of stereotypes ratio-
nalized, or biased, Black coaches’ perceived abilities due to their subjugated
racial categorization (Sagas & Cunningham, 2004; Sartore & Cunningham,
2006). In 2006, Sartore & Cunningham examined the influence of stereo-
types on potential leaders (White men and women) and their management
practices (i.e., hiring, promotion) in relation to college coaches of color and
found the perceived potential of Black coaches is undermined by racial ste-
reotypes that can be “activated by simply presenting the face of the appli-

cant”(Sartore & Cunningham 2006: 79).
Hence, (re)presentation and perceptions can play an influential role in the

actual hiring and retention of Black college coaches. The importance of
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illuminating such a truth is to then identify who is telling these stories, con-
veying these messages, and (re)presenting the Black athlete and in some cases
Black coaches as we watch the football, basketball, track and field, and other
college athletic competitions. As discussed in the structural perspective,
management practices which favor White men are significant as they speak
to issues of homogenous reproduction, tokenism, and the need for diversity
education and management training. Nevertheless, the fact remains that
Black head coaches and assistant coaches are underrepresented and identi-
fying ways to redress these challenges is required.

Political challenges

Employing structural and representational intersectionality revealed a
number of overlapping marginalizations and in this section of political
intersectionality, we illuminate the ways policies and legislation can limit
Black coaches’ experiences. Political intersectionality acknowledges that
living at the intersections of racial and gender subordination creates “con-

flicting political agendas” (Crenshaw, 1991: 1251). For Black male and female
coaches, the political challenges are similar yet different. While Black male
coaches face discrimination based on race, policies around family leave (e.
g., maternity) and the loss of human capital due to childbirth contribute to
the “motherhood wage penalty” for Black women (cf., Budig & Hodges,
2010). In addition, hiring practices and work standards create differential
treatment of Black women. For example, preferences for sport adminis-
trators who are overwhelming white males, to hire other white males (e.g.,
homogenous reproduction), also contribute to hiring practices and work
environments that are hostile. In addition, due to the “white male norm”

Black women are susceptible to evaluation based on higher standards of
performance “success.” Structural and representational ideologies under-
gird societal legislation and NCAA policies which create divergent path-
ways for Black men and women, and work to limit their access to positions
and eligibility for promotions based on their sex. Thus, Black men and
women are often viewed from a single-axis race-based perspective, rather
than as multidimensional beings (i.e., based on race, gender, and experi-
ential status) which can hinder their opportunities for support (i.e., devel-
opmental training, career support organizations, interpretation of diversity
policies and best practices) and eventual promotion into positions of lea-
dership (Mathewson, 1995).

To redress these instances of disparate treatment, activists’ efforts shifted
the political atmosphere to pass Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964
which provides legal protections against discrimination based on race,
gender, and religion. Unfortunately, this legislation fails Black people when
its implementation does not address the structural inequalities that still limit
their coaching opportunities and their experiences when hired. Moreover,
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Black coaches represent various communities in concert with their race; and
unfortunately, structural remedies neglect the experiences of those who
represent more than one subordinate group. This is most evident in the
treatment of Black women.

Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 (Title IX) was enacted to
provide legal protection based on gender; however, it also failed to ade-
quately address the structural inequalities Black women face given the inter-
section of their race, gender, and social class. Therefore, while Title IX
opened the door for more sport opportunities for women, a closer look at
the sport participation data uncovers these opportunities are concentrated in
sports that were geographically and/or economically inaccessible to Black
women (i.e., lacrosse, swimming, soccer, softball; Carter-Francique, 2016;
Rhoden, 2007). Without access and exposure to these sports as athletes,
Black people are systematically denied opportunities to coach these sports
and take advantage of the legal privileges afforded them. Moreover, the his-
torical marginalization of these groups has created a culture around who
coaches these sports that serves to preemptively exclude them from being
considered for these positions.

To draw attention to this reality would be to question the gendered and
racialized division of labor in college sports. Therefore, when Black coaches
fail, the narrative used to explain their failure reflects a fulfilled prophetic
stereotype, yet when they succeed Black coaches are deemed the exception
and their success is attributed to skill and/or luck. Issues of gender relations
are also subsumed under the category of race to the detriment of both Black
men and women. As Dr. Harry Edwards (Moody College of Communica-
tion, 2015) stated:

[The focus on interracial conflict between black and white men] overall
it outright precludes and is dismissive of gender-based conflicts and
contradictions and issues. And today, this limitation, this … major blind
spot in our overall social and political analysis and strategies, in our
paradigm for understanding the world that we are attempting to impact,
promises to be as costly as it is intolerable. So while I am elated that
athletes are beginning to stand up and speak out, I am equally concerned
that their actions do not reflect a much-needed, even imperative change
in our paradigmatic perceptions of the issues. America today has a
major human rights problem and it particularly afflicts Black America.
And that human rights crisis is the circumstances, the outcomes, the
status of women and girls.

Intersectional remedies for Black college coaches

Our analysis of the current landscape of Black coaches illustrates the inter-
sectional factors shaping hiring and promotion practices in sport coaching:
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access and treatment discrimination and stereotypes limiting individual
agency. These factors sustain the institutional racialized and gender-based
processes within college sport administration by normalizing and privileging
White people in sport coaching (Rankin-Wright et al., 2017). The disparity
between the number of Black coaches and Black college athletes in football
and basketball, and blinding absence of Black coaches and athletes in emer-
ging sports, speaks to the matrix of oppression Black people must navigate
to obtain, maintain, and thrive in college coaching positions. This oppres-
sion creates a dearth of Black coaches that limits the organizational effec-
tiveness of sport teams and the job satisfaction of its employees
(Cunningham, 2010). As Singer (2005) warns, if the sport management field,
researchers and practitioners alike, continue to consciously or unconsciously
ignore the ways in which race shapes sport, particularly to the detriment of
Black coaches, athletes, and administrators, we will continue to operate
within and reinforce racial ideologies that blind us to recognizing racism and
cripple us from redressing its effects.

Black coaches face subordination in many forms and therefore require a
multilevel approach to meaningful interventions on their behalf. Intersec-
tional subordination created by race, gender, and ultimately class “need not to

be intentionally produced; in fact, it is frequently the consequence of the imposition

of one burden that interacts with pre-existing vulnerabilities to create yet another

dimension of disempowerment” (Crenshaw, 1991: 1249). Therefore, sport
administrators dedicated to increasing the number of Black coaches and the
quality of their experiences must create policies to address the intersecting
factors outlined above. Specifically, sport administrators need clear and
transparent equity policies at a broader level and in relation to coaching
appointments; and, sport administrators need stakeholder involvement in
the process with ongoing evaluation to measure the effectiveness of these
policies and hiring practices.

Through clear evaluation criteria and stakeholder accountability, struc-
tural remedies can reduce the influence of racial bias and create more trans-
parent hiring and promotion practices. Including community stakeholders in
every aspect of the process and allowing them to provide input in the can-
didate pool and interview process can redress institutional habitus to con-
flate Whiteness with quality coaching and the groupthink mentality that
occurs in homogenous groups.

Another layer of accountability should occur through the governing body
in the form of annual evaluations of programs’ diversity efforts, cultural
competency training (e.g., NCAA Inclusion Forum), and recognition for
programs and administrators who employ effective inclusionary practice.
Annual reviews of each department’s progress are needed to promote
accountability and identify schools in need of assistance by creating and
maintaining inclusive environments for Black coaches. Data from sport
scholars can inform campus athletic policies and governing bodies to
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support the efforts to fund training for campuses and implement best prac-
tices based on these policies. Incentives (e.g., more scholarships, recruitment
dollars, recognition) for organizations that implement these policies and
practices can be given to promote diversity as vital to the athletic depart-
ment’s success (e.g., financially, athletically, socially).

At the representational level, successful mentoring relationships are linked
to internal and external job success (Carter-Francique, 2018). From a struc-
tural standpoint, mentoring needs to have a formal professional development
role for head coaches and administrators. Mentoring should include oppor-
tunities for “deep talk” that allow the concerns of Black coaches to be heard
by the administration and redress the “presumed incompetence” Black coa-
ches face in academic settings due to the stereotypes about their race and/or
gender (Borland & Bruening, 2010; cf., Gutiérrez y Muhs et al., 2012).

Moreover, mentors should serve as advocates for these coaches and pro-
mote their well-being as synergetic with the welfare of the sport organization.
Mentors in head coaching and administrative positions can promote clear
hiring and promotion guidelines that value the contributions of Black
coaches through more competitive pay and promotion to positions more
central to their team’s success and the longevity of one’s coaching career.
The relationship between mentors and mentees should also provide access
to resources traditionally inaccessible to Black coaches without making these
coaches feel inferior for doing so. Beyond financial compensation, Black
coaches need an infrastructure within college sports that values their exis-
tence and promotes their success. Key to enabling sport infrastructures to
support the growth and development of Black coaches is focusing their
intent and implementation on redressing discrimination as opposed to
“fixing” their Blackness.

Conclusion

The focus of this chapter was to critically examine how race is used to frame
the experiences of Black coaches. Building upon previous literature from cri-
tical sport scholars who critiqued current narratives around Black coaches and
sought to robustly understand their sociopolitical position, we employed inter-
sectionality as a theoretical framework. Intersectionality allows us to frame race
and racial inequalities as structural, representational, and political processes and
practices of Whiteness; and therefore, better articulate the dearth of Black
coaches and quality of their coaching experiences. Therefore, this chapter not
only progresses our understanding of the current status of Black college
coaches, but it also reaffirms the importance of applying a socioecological (e.g.,
multilevel) approach to understanding how sport policies are created and
implemented. By using intersectionality, we demonstrate the strengths of CRT
to identify, explore, and challenge the dominant ideologies that work to make
sport appear color blind. Specifically, the use of intersectionality allowed us to
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overcome the blind spots (Mirza, 2009) left in our examination of Black coa-
ches when we view them from a single identity as opposed to multidimensional
beings who are socially viewed through various lenses, namely race and gender.

Oppression is understood as a matrix in which race and gender intersect
in different ways to create similar but divergent experiences for Black female
and male coaches. This is most evident in the treatment of Black females as
underscored by Bruening’s (2005) question, “Are all the women White and
all Blacks men”? Bruening’s review of sport scholarship demonstrated that in
research and practice, efforts to address racism and sexism do not benefit all
women equally because current research, and consequently, policy and leg-
islation, only addresses the nature of their oppression in silos (race or
gender). In the face of these hegemonic forces, CRT and intersectionality
provide a systematic justice approach and representational voice for
marginalized groups. These theoretical frameworks and their methodological
implications proffer an essential critical lens for relevant critiques of domi-
nant epistemologies and create inclusive practices in sport coaching. In
advocating for the equitable treatment of Black college coaches, the need for
Black sport administrators is glaring. Increasing the number of Black sport
administrators is vital to having the experience of Black people centered in
the decision-making processes affecting coaches’ (and student-athletes’) suc-
cess and their well-being on and off the playing field. By centralizing race and
the experiences of Black coaches, we desire to ensure the presence of Black
coaches is made visible in sport coaching research and practice.

Centering Black coaches in the exploration, critique, and revision of sport
administration, our desire is to better equip college sport organizations to
identify and challenge color blind policies. We seek to disrupt the normal-
ization of White maleness, the criminalization of Blackness, and the insig-
nificant nature of femaleness in college coaching that limits the number of
Black coaches in the profession and the college administrators’ effectiveness
to address the needs of an increasingly diverse student-athlete, employee,
and consumer population. The difficulty for college sport personnel to
acknowledge race and gender, and how they intersect, can be attributed to
the overwhelmingly homogenous makeup of coaches (White male) and,
moreover, the isomorphic forces (e.g., media) of commercialized sport. Yet,
through the acknowledgment of race and gender as non-neutral factors that
shape everyone’s experience in sport, privileging some (Whites) at the expense
of the “Other”, we continue the work of critical race scholars to promote
political and legal changes that lead us closer to racial and gender equality
and equity. As many sport scholars including Akilah Carter-Francique and
Jacqueline McDowell posit, race and gender need to be at the center of
research, policy, and practice if sport is to adequately meet the needs of its
student-athletes, employees, sponsors, and consumers (Carter-Francique,
2018; McDowell et al., 2009).
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For college sport organizations to fulfill their mission of increasing the safety
and well-being of student-athletes and provide the best quality coaches for full-
ing this mission, it is imperative that college sport administrators and governing
bodies understand the nature, realities, and influence of the intersectional
matrix of oppression on institutional processes and individual preferences.
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Chapter 10

Transnational coaches

A critical exploration of intersections of
race/ethnicity and gender

Annelies Knoppers and Donna de Haan

Introduction

At its home Winter Olympics in Sochi in 2014, Russia came a confident first
in the medal table, with 13 gold, 11 silver and nine bronze medals. … it is
beyond doubt that a large part in the victory was played by the numerous
foreign specialists hired to assist them [the athletes].

(Shestakova, 2016)1

In an attempt to achieve elite sporting success, athletes are offered access to a
plethora of performance related experts including, nutritionists, psycholo-
gists, physiotherapists, exercise scientists and world-class coaches. The quote
at the start of this chapter reflects a popular mediated understanding of the
role ‘foreign coaches’ play in elite sport. Their purpose is to improve athlete
performance so that a country can win more medals. Across most sports the
athlete and coach experiences typically occur in contexts that are male
dominated and which favor men (Norman, 2016).

The role of the coach, however, goes beyond influencing performance on
the pitch, field or court. Coaches also play a vital and visible role in main-
taining and challenging dominant sporting discourses (Denison et al., 2015).
Norman (2016) suggests that coaches are important agents of social change
who could implement visions and values of equity, equality and inclusion.
Within this context we assume that coaching is a complex social and cul-
tural practice that is embedded within a specific country’s sport structure
and culture (Hassanin & Light, 2014). The scholarly literature on migration
and international sport refers to such coaches as transnationals since they
cross national borders to work/live and are therefore part of social pro-
cesses that occur between nation-states (Leonard, 2010). Basch et al. (1994:
7) refer to transnationalism as “a social process whereby people forge and sus-

tain multi-stranded social relations that transverse geographic, political, and cul-

tural borders”.
In this chapter we present the argument that transnational coaches con-

tribute to intersectional social processes that go beyond improving athletic



performance and that these processes tend to be ignored by those appointing
these coaches and by scholars who study coaching. Since this chapter is part
of a book with a central focus on race/ethnicity, we primarily focus on the
intersection of race/ethnicity and gender. Therefore, the aim of this chapter
is to add to understandings of how transnational coaches disrupt, challenge
or reinforce dominant ideologies of race/ethnicity and gender. Various
scholars have shown that many coaches in Western countries are white het-
erosexual men (e.g. Bradbury, 2013; Bradbury et al., 2018; Calhoun et al.,
2011; Kamphoff & Gill, 2013). Therefore, we also aim to reflect on the
position of coaches in terms of gender, heteronormativity and whiteness and
the invisibility of this positioning in the scholarly literature. Specifically, we
use a post-structural lens to draw on scholarly work on migration, critical
management, gender, intersectionality and sport to explore how transna-
tional coaching may contribute to and challenge complex figurations of race/
ethnicity and gender.

We begin with a theoretical section in which we briefly explain a post-
structural approach and introduce the key concepts relevant to this chapter,
including whiteness, discourses of masculinity and heteronormativity. This
is followed by two sections that review available literature relating to trans-
national coaches with a specific focus on race/ethnicity, the gendered com-
plexity of coaching and becoming an elite coach. In the final section of this
chapter we discuss the limitations of existing research and suggest the use of
potential ‘new/alternative’ concepts that may advance the field.

Theoretical framework

A post-structural lens assumes that socially constructed boundaries are used
to create categories that are subsequently hierarchically arranged (Anthias,
2012). For example, the structure of most sport organizations at the local,
national and/or international level is based on two categories using con-
structed definitions of gender that have been used to create a hierarchy in
which more financial, support and media resources flow to men than they
do to women. Post-structuralism assumes reality is not only socially con-
structed but also constituted by discourse. Such an approach attempts to
reveal how certain practices are accepted knowledge or common sense and
become regimes of truth while other practices and knowledges become
invisible (Foucault, 1972). If the presence and practices of transnational coa-
ches, for example, are only seen through the dominant discursive lens of
their involvement in the performance of elite athletes, then the ways this
presence contributes to social power relations such as race and gender will
be obscured to those hiring/working with them, to coaches themselves and
to scholars.

We consider whiteness, heteronormativity and masculinity to be dis-
cursive practices that advantage those defined as white, heterosexual and
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male (McDonald & Shelby, 2018). Long & Hylton (2002: 3) have argued that
the intersection of whiteness and masculinity produces “everyday invisible and
hegemonic processes that privilege (and normalize) the position of White [male]

identities”. This intersection positions white male coaches as being essentially
or ‘naturally’ better or superior coaches than those marked as nonwhite and/
or female. These practices of whiteness and heteronormative masculinity
have become the norm in sport/coaching (Hylton, 2009; Lenskyj, 2013;
Spracklen, 2013). Whiteness or being labeled as white can serve as a
resource for transnational coaches and may intersect with a contextual mas-
culinity to construct a skilled transnational coach. Their apparent skill as
well as their position in society gives transnational coaches specific privi-
leges. Their knowledge, perceived authority and expertise and the ways they
constitute athletes and sport while negotiating cultural forces in their host
country (as well as from their country of ‘citizenship’) may be used to
strengthen and shift meanings in local and national constructions of gender,
race, ethnicity and nationality (see also Christian, 2018). The privileges of
whiteness and desired masculinity may not always be automatic, however,
since their meanings depend on time and place (see also Leonard, 2010). We
return to this point further on.

The ways in which discursive practices of and about white male trans-
national coaches reinforce and challenge dominant notions about whiteness
and masculinity in sport may receive little attention because they are
‘common sense’ and often invisible (Hughey, 2010). Leonard (2010) con-
tends that privilege in the ‘skilled’ transnational labor market is often based
on categorical constructions of ‘race’, gender and citizenship. Analyses of
how elite transnationals such as coaches practice gender, race and other
relations of power could therefore add to understandings of the gendering
and racialization of sport in a specific context. In the following section we
summarize the research based on empirical data about the experiences of
transnational coaches. Much of the available empirical scholarship around
transnational coaching and sport has focused on gender and race as sepa-
rate categories and ethnicity as being conflated with race and/or nationality.
We attempt to show how the focus of such scholarship generally ignores
the role of these coaches in the gendering and racialization of sport in the
host country.

Review: empirical research on the experience of transnational
coaches

Coaches in rugby from New Zealand, gymnastics from Russia, and wrestling
from Cuba are among the dozens of outsiders brought in to share their
expertise in sports not traditionally associated with Brazil.

(Ramil & Downie, 2015)
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In this section we present a general review of empirical research that focu-
ses on the experiences of transnational coaches at the micro and meso
levels and highlight the relatively little attention that has been paid to
intersections of race/ethnicity and gender. Much of this empirical research
on transnational coaches has been conducted at the micro or individual
level and is situated within cross-cultural psychology. The focus of these
micro-level studies is on the adjustments transnational coaches have made
while coaching elite athletes in the hosting country. For example, in the
quotation used at the start of this section, the coaches are referred to as
‘outsiders’, so what is the lived experience of an outsider like? The results
from micro-level studies reveal that these coaches primarily attributed the
necessity and scope of their adjustments to perceived differences between
the culture of host and birth country and to the goal of optimal perfor-
mance for their athletes. For example, Cummings (2014) describes in detail
the adaptation strategies used by immigrant coaches from China, Belarus,
Ukraine, Romania, Soviet Union, Jamaica, Mexico, New Zealand, the
United Kingdom and Germany who coached high performance athletes in
boxing, judo, rowing, synchronized swimming and badminton in Canada.
The strategies of these coaches included acquiring necessary communica-
tion skills, developing a “sense of belonging” and understanding the nature
of (non)hierarchical relationships including those between athlete and
coach and contextual constructions of respect. Sasaba et al. (2017) used a
similar approach and found that coaches of national gymnastic teams from
Japan, Mexico and the USA, working in the USA, attributed differences
between themselves and the athletes they coached, to culture. Relatively
little attention was paid in these studies, however, to how coaches influence
and are influenced by broader social forces related to race and gender (see
also De Jong, 2016; Primecz et al., 2016).

Not all scholars who have looked at transnational coaches have used a
cross-cultural framework, however. Others have examined the context in
which the practice of coaching takes place and the power of knowledge/dis-
courses. For example, Kerr & Moore (2015) used a Foucauldian framework
to study the experiences of coaches from the Soviet Union who coached
gymnastics in New Zealand. The researchers found that these coaches drew
on discourses about childhood, parenting and social ideologies to make
sense of their experiences. The use of this theoretical framework enabled the
researchers to show how the actions and ways of thinking of transnational
coaches not only reflected individual preferences but were also informed by
broader social forces.

Others have used a more meso-level analysis to explore why coaches
migrate. Wicker and colleagues (Wicker et al., 2018; Orlowski et al., 2016,
2018) for example, concluded that push factors such as having a degree in
sport science and pull factors such as larger salaries and a permanent con-
tract, played a role in the decisions of German coaches to coach in another
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country. Borges et al. (2015) found that transnational Spanish coaches in
professional football and handball had been recruited informally and had
relied on their networks to attain such positions. Kerr & Obel (2018) also
tried to take broader structures and societal forces into account by using
actor-network theory to show how multiple human and nonhuman factors
together facilitated the migration of ten Russian gymnastic coaches to New
Zealand. The material factors included illness, leotards, work visas, finances
and education systems while the human factors pertained to individual
choices, the support offered by spouses and the wellbeing of their children.

None of the above cited studies explored how the presence of these
coaches informed or disrupted the discourses that shaped the structure of
sport in the host country. Do transnational coaches, for example, practice
colonization in their attempt to transform the system and the athletes they
encounter in the host country to mirror the one they have developed else-
where? A tentative answer to this question is presented by Bairner & Bar-
bour (2005) in their exploratory study of seven elite coaches from South
Africa, New Zealand and Australia who migrated to Ireland to develop
rugby programs/clubs. The findings suggest the influence of these rugby
coaches may have extended beyond the teams they currently coach. The
coaches believed they were able to influence the playing style in a significant
manner. Specifically, the Irish style of playing was replaced with a style that
the coaches had ‘successfully’ used elsewhere. Bairner & Barbour concluded
that the practices of transnational coaches may increase the homogenization
of playing style in a sport. The presence of a transnational coach could,
therefore, shape a sport, athletes and local coaches in ways that go beyond
the current winning of games and improving player performances (see also
Carter, 2011). We contend that this influence includes ways transnational
coaches and their presence may challenge, reconfigure and reproduce gender
and racial hierarchies and power inequalities that may be part of the context
in which a transnational coach practices coaching. We return to this point of
colonization further on.

The meso- or institutional-level impact of the movement of coaches, across
national borders, may displace national coaches. Although the media pre-
sents announcements about the hiring of ‘foreign’ coaches as a positive
development for the hosting country, local coaches and athletes may see
such appointments in other ways. A few accounts in the media point to
resistance from national coaches to the advent of transnational coaches. For
example, Akhil Kumar, a championship boxer from India argues that:

We should be encouraging young coaches in India. They are the ones
who know the system and realities of sport inside out… We shouldn’t
allow foreign experts to dictate us… If the foreign coaches are so good,
then why are they not employed at the sub-junior level? If they are so
good, let them shape youngsters. Why are finished products handed to
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them? If I come into the national camp after winning the national title,
am I not an almost finished product given to them?

(Rediff.com, 2018)

Similarly, Ryan Giggs, the former Manchester United winger and assistant
manager, argued that there are too many foreign coaches in the Premier
League leaving little opportunity for local talent:

There’s a lot of top quality foreign coaches in the Premier League, but
there’s also a lot of quality British coaches and managers out there but
they don’t get the chance to prove what you can do and see what you
can do with a talented team. I just think on the balance, there’s too
many foreigners at the moment and British coaches probably just don’t
get the chances.

(Eurosport, 2017)

While it could be argued that transnational opportunities are equally avail-
able for British coaches, they are not filling positions in other national lea-
gues at the same rate as transnational coaches are filling up the Premier
League (Spencer, 2018).

This preference for the appointment of transnational coaches instead of
national coaching talent is not confined to professional sport but also occurs in
amateur/Olympic sports. Kerr & Cervin (2016) investigated the lack of
appointment of women coaches of elite gymnasts in New Zealand and Aus-
tralia. They found that boards looked to other countries and recruited men
instead of first looking at those available in New Zealand and Australia. These
available coaches were often women. None of the studies cited above looked
specifically at how and why these specific coaches were recruited and hired.

Although most of the transnational coaches described in the above-men-
tioned studies seemingly adapted to normative practices in their host coun-
try, at the same time, possibly contributing to the cultural homogenization
of a sport, relatively little scholarly attention has been paid to how their
presence may disrupt sport systems and gender and racial hierarchies. In the
following we expand on ways the presence of transnational coaches may
contribute or challenge the racialization and gendering of sport and com-
ment on the lack of research in this area. This emphasis on what is lacking
and needed should contribute to a research agenda on this topic.

Transnational coaches: race and ethnicity

Billy, listen to me. White men can’t jump.

The above quotation is a line taken from the 1992 film ‘White Men Can’t
Jump’ about two basketball hustlers, one black, one white. In the movie this
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line is spoken by Sidney to Billy Hoyle, a former college basketball player
who makes his living by hustling ‘streetballers’ who assume he cannot play
well because he is white. Billy uses his opponents’ racial stereotypes to his
advantage as he hustles them in pickup games by encouraging his opponents,
most of whom are black, to falsely believe they have a natural advantage over
him due to his race and clothing style. While this example plays out between
two fictional players, research has shown how coaches use racial or gender
discourses to describe the skills and work habits of (male) athletes (e.g. Cun-
ningham et al., 2006; De Haan & Knoppers, 2019; Rankin-Wright, Hylton, &
Norman, 2016). Khomutova (2016) is one of the few researchers who looked
at constructions of both race and ethnicity in international sport. She
explored how professional basketball coaches of multicultural basketball
teams in Central Europe constructed race and ethnicity. These teams con-
sisted of athletes whom coaches identified as differing in ethnicity, nationality
and race. Khomutova found that these coaches engaged in productive strate-
gies to negotiate what they constructed as different playing styles. The coaches
attributed these differences in styles to ethnicity and saw them as emerging
from various subcultures based on ethnicity/country of origin. The coaches
said they respected these ethnic and national differences and that they worked
hard to try to accommodate them. This was different for perceived racial dif-
ferences in behaviors and playing styles of black athletes, all of whom were
African-American. Specifically, these coaches constructed black players and
their playing styles as a source of problems. Few, if any, coaches had devel-
oped constructive strategies to overcome these ‘racial differences’. ‘Race’ was
seen as fixed and as black.

The migration of skilled sport labor such as occurred in these multi-
cultural basketball teams seems, therefore, to have included a transnational
migration of discourses about black and white bodies. Specifically, dominant
negative discourses about African-American athletes were accepted uncriti-
cally. Khomutova did not attribute the actions of these coaches to practices
of whiteness and/or masculinity nor did she examine why coaches attempted
to accommodate (white heterogenous) ethnicity that they saw as fluid while
constructing race as fixed, homogenous, synonymous with being black and
conflating it with nationality (American). The intersections between
ethnicity, race and nationality in transnational sport and coaching, and the
role masculinity plays in that, has been largely ignored (see also Ryan &
Martin, 2013). Yet, as we argue in the following these are social relations of
power that shape both transnational coaches and the contexts in which they
work (and travel).

Hylton (2009) and Fenton (2003) have argued that race and ethnicity are
often conflated. They contended that relations of power converge in race
and ethnicity since both are often used to construct categories that are used
to create social hierarchies. These hierarchies are used to distinguish minor-
ity populations from numerical majorities and to label these minorities as

166 A. Knoppers and D. de Haan



Other. Hylton emphasizes the constructedness of these definitions by
pointing out that “there is a ‘naturalness’ attributed to socially constructed, some-

times shared categories that sets up arbitrary boundaries” (Hylton, 2009: 15). Race
and ethnicity may be confounded even more when transnational coaches
move to a specific country other than their own. They may be privileged due
to skin color or ethnic markers in one setting while their status in another
setting may limit those privileges. For example, nationality is also often
conflated with ethnicity, and both may be seen as being synonymous with
culture. The example of Ruud Gullit, a Dutch football player and manager
of Surinamese descent, illustrates this. He was a famous Dutch football
player who later became a football manager and worked as coach in England
beginning in 1995. He named himself an “overseas coach” rather than
naming himself a black [male] coach (King, 2004). This example suggests
identities are fluid and that race/nation/ethnicity and gender intersect in dif-
ferent ways depending on the situation and who is doing the defining.

These categories of ethnicity and nationality that are assumed to produce
identities are not homogenous, nor is behavior an automatic reflection of
(ethnic) identity. Coaches may reproduce and participate in certain traditions
or customs and they themselves or researchers may assign them a certain
ethnicity based on that behavior. This behavior may, however, be instru-
mental instead of being an expression of self-perceived identity or
subjectivity. For example, various transnational coaches and their athletes in
their ‘host’ country in the studies cited above, suggested that the transition
to being a coach in Canada and the United States meant they could not
engage in what is seen as authoritarian behavior. They seemed to associate
this behavior with ethnicity/nationality (Cummings, 2014; Sasaba et al., 2017;
Schinke et al., 2013). Various studies on physical and emotional abuse and
authoritarian behavior in sport coaching have shown, however, that such
behavior is not specific to one area of the world or to a stable ethnic
descriptor (see, for example, Kerr & Stirling, 2012; Jacobs et al., 2017; Pin-
heiro et al., 2014). Rather, these scholars argued that such behavior is often a
result of dominant discursive practices about developing mental toughness
in young athletes.

Nationality is not only often associated with ethnicity but may also be
constructed as an actual community that exists in a specific place. However,
as Anderson (2006) argues, this community is more a social imaginary than it
is actual since all those living within the borders of a country do not know
each other. Anthias (2002) contends that such an imagined community needs
an Other from which it can imagine itself as being different or separate.
Also, those living within the borders of a nation state or community are not
all assigned the same ethnic status. Someone with a Dutch passport may be
ethnically rooted in China and be seen as Chinese, as an Other, although
born and raised in the Netherlands. When she becomes a transnational
coach, the ways in which she is ‘seen’ in her host country may depend more
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on how Chinese race/ethnicity is constructed in that time and place than
meanings assigned to Dutch-ness and will intersect with constructions of
gender by transnational coaches.

Gender: transnational coaches

The male coaches thought that they had a harem. We [female athletes] were the

harems of women that followed them around and did everything the men said, and

they got a bit carried away with that. I’m talking about two specific foreign coaches…

(de Haan & Norman, 2019: 6)

As the foregoing quote suggests, transnational coaches come to a country
with internalized conceptions of masculinity and femininity that shape
their behavior. Gender and nationality of athletes are explicitly institutio-
nalized and policed in international sport through the use of fixed cate-
gories defined by the International Olympic Committee while race and
ethnicity as categories of analysis are often more contextual as the other
chapters in this book show. In contrast to athletes, a coach does not need
to undergo gender verification nor does s/he need to be a national of the
country s/he is representing. Transnational coaches that are recruited to
work in countries other than where they live, can work freely across
national boundaries assuming they can obtain a visa. There are no formal
institutional requirements for coaches that restrict their participation in
international competition and their transnational mobilities. Informally,
race/ethnicity/nationality and gender and heteronormativity will, however,
play a role in selection procedures and, consequently, in the mobility of
transnational coaches (Tudor, 2018). The host country bears a great deal of
responsibility for their choice of coach, recruitment and selection but also
the ways such appointments may shape a sport and sport culture and con-
tribute to its racialization and gendering.

In the migration literature gender is often associated with women (Hearn
et al., 2006). Gender tends to be constructed as an individualized expres-
sion of skilled transnationals and may ignore the culturally specific con-
texts of such constructions. Consequently, transnational coaches may vary
in the ways in which they construct women’s and men’s sports and differ-
ence. Conversely, gender is institutionalized in sport within a specific
nation so that time and place may shape these localized constructions as
well (Knoppers & Anthonissen, 2003). Comparative research is needed that
looks at how transnational coaches negotiate, challenge and strengthen
these discourses.

Although the underrepresentation of women in coaching has received a
great deal of scholarly attention (see Burton, 2015 for a summary), gender is
often neglected in scholarly research on skilled labor migration of profes-
sionals including that in coaching. A recent exception is our own work (De
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Haan & Knoppers, 2019; De Haan & Norman, 2019). We looked at the
gendered practices used by transnational coaches to constitute elite athletes.
We found that these coaches, regardless of country of origin, created an
essentialist gendered hierarchy in which male athletes were the norm and the
actions and ideas of elite female athletes were discounted. We did not
examine how these gendered practices were connected to constructions of
ethnicity and nationality, however.

Although research has explored the experiences of lesbian coaches
(Krane & Barber, 2005; Norman, 2012), little research is available that has
focused on transnational coaches and explored “existing heterogeneous

expressions of queerness across the globe” (Mizzi, 2015, no page number). We
assume this lack of research includes transnational coaches as well. Mizzi,
who compared the work experiences of gay male educators teaching over-
seas, found that gay male educators who had moved from the global south
to Canada felt that in order to ‘fit’ or assimilate they had to take on an
identity based on sexual orientation that to them was a problematic Wes-
tern concept.

Ward & Schneider (2009: 438) argue, however, that such a focus on
identities in a transnational context is too narrow in scope. They contend
that:

heteronormativity shapes the production of identities, relationships, cultural

expressions, and institutional practices, revealing it to be a force with con-

sequences well beyond the discrimination against lesbians and gay men… het-

eronormativity gives form to a broad range of cultural forms and societal

institutions that are all too often analyzed without attention to the specter of

queerness but also to the ways that racism, socioeconomic inequalities, and the

colonial gaze are dependent upon ideas about normal bodies, identifications,

and sex practices.

Much of the work on migration and sport does not specifically address
gender, however, let alone heteronormativity. Similar to work done in
migration studies when gender is addressed, the focus is on men (and their
wives); gendered practices and institutions rarely receive critical attention
(see also Kunz, 2016; Pessar & Mahler, 2003). An exception is the work of
Kerr & Obel (2018). They paid attention to women partners of male trans-
national coaches. Some of these women accompanied their husbands while
others stayed in the country of origin. This focus is a welcome addition to
the transnational sport literature since it illustrates how transnational
coaching practices have consequences for more than the elite athletes whom
they coach. A focus on transnational coaches and their partners could
explore how such practices strengthen sport as a site for the practice of
heteronormativity.
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Research is therefore needed on gender as a construction in transnational
coaching to explore how it “permeates a variety of practices, identities, and

institutions implicated in immigration” (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 2003: 9 see also
Yuval-Davis, 1997). As we have argued in previous sections this hetero-
normativity intersects with race/ethnicity and nationality. This complexity
has however rarely been captured in research on transnational coaches.

Possible approaches: researching transnational coaches and their
intersectional practices

In this section we present various ways such research could be conducted.
The possibilities presented here are not meant to be exhaustive but are
briefly described to encourage readers to conduct research in this area.

Post-colonial approach

Current constructions of race and gender in sport at both local and trans-
national levels can be viewed through the lens of post colonialism (Chen &
Mason, 2018; Leonard, 2010; Lugones, 2007). A post-colonial lens questions
normalized assumptions of the cultural binary representations of the Self/
Other. Fechter & Walsh (2010: 1203) contend that “the post-colonial self

becomes figured as competent, capable and ‘developing the Other’”. The quote at
the beginning of this chapter illustrates this well. Transnational coaches are
recruited because they are assumed to be skilled and able to develop ath-
letes. The transnational coach is the colonizer and the athletes in the host
country are the colonized. Much of the expansion of sport across the globe
is based on Western sport so that in essence the practices of transnational
coaches can be seen as a colonial endeavor (Chen & Mason, 2018). A post-
colonial approach, however, assumes that the distinction between the ath-
letes as the Other and the coach as the Self is a false distinction since culture
is assumed to be hybrid and fluid. A post-colonial approach explores con-
tinuities and disruptions over time in ways of thinking, relationships and
attitudes about the Self and Other. Specifically, the use of such an approach
means scholars need to pay attention to the multilayered and intersectional
contexts in which transnational coaches are situated and how they create
expertise and regimes of truth (Fechter & Walsh, 2010).

Intersectionality and translocational positionality

A queer perspective is an approach that could inform intersectional analyses
of whiteness and masculinity of transnational coaches. It is an approach that
assumes heteronormativity is an organizing principle of “the matrix of dom-

ination” (Ward & Schneider, 2009: 434). The use of a queer lens makes
visible and problematizes practices that strengthen or reproduce
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heteronormativity (see also Calhoun et al., 2011; Tudor, 2018; Ward &
Schneider, 2009). This could include an examination of how hetero-
normative discursive practices of transnational coaches are racialized and
how those practices circulate in a specific sport to become regimes of truth,
that is, how they become discourses that coaches and those around them
accept and make function as true (see also Foucault, 1972). Such a queer
analytical focus could be used to explore how ethnicized/racialized and gen-
dered bodies are embedded in (post-colonial) constructions of transnational
coaches and their practices, what sustains these practices and the norms that
emerge from them. This intersectional focus can add to understandings of
the dynamic relationships between white normativity and heteronormativity
and how “‘normative sexual hierarchies’ structure global processes such as migra-

tion” (Ward & Schneider, 2009: 435).
Power relations are fluid, however, and simultaneously operate in contra-

dictory and different forms. Any research project on transnational mobility
must not only explore intersectionality but also differentiate between various
relations of power such as race/nationality/ethnicity/ gender. Tudor (2018: 14)
suggests that differentiations among these power relations “are necessary to be able
to define and deconstruct specific oppressions, ascriptions, exclusions and abjectifica-

tions”. A focus on differentiation could give researchers insight into “the specifi-

cities of these various relations of power and to formulate the precise and ever shifting

forms of resistance” and how those might be specific to not only time and place
but also to a sport (Tudor, 2008: 14). Tudor also argues that this exploration of
specific power relations should be part of a larger research agenda in which
scholars are: “able to think of them [various power relations] as assemblages… by

analyzing ambivalences, contradictions and blurry cross-fadings…” (Tudor 2008: 14).
A focus on a specific location of a transnational coach may be a way to

explore this differentiation. A transnational coach, for example, may be in a
position of dominance in her or his function as coach but the meanings
assigned to this function or position may intersect with other subordinate
ascribed categories of race, gender and ethnicity not only within the sport
system but also in her/his life outside of sport. Transnational coaches may
move from one country to another after an Olympic or World Cup cycle.
The ways in which these coaches strengthen or disrupt local or national
dominant practices of heteronormativity, masculinity and their intersection
with whiteness may vary by location. Anthias (2002) suggests using the term
‘translocational’ and ‘translocational positionality’ to describe conflation and
intersection of social relations of power such as race, ethnicity, nationality,
gender and sexuality in a specific location. This concept can be used to:

denote the ways in which social locations are products of particular constella-

tions of social relations, and in terms of relationality and experience at deter-

minate points in time; it considers them within a spatial and temporal context.

It points to the existence of contradictory and shifting social locations where one
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might be in a position of dominance and subordination simultaneously on the

one hand or at different times or spaces on the other.

(Anthias, 2002: 501–502)

The concept of translocational positionality to study differentiation in
transnational practices in coaching does not necessarily mean those mean-
ings and their associated practices are fixed. Nor does a focus on construc-
tions of race/ethnicity and gender mean they should be seen as separate
narratives in which a study of gender or race assumes but does not mention
specific practices of masculinity and/or whiteness (Hylton, 2009).

The gendered and racialized meanings assigned to practices of transna-
tional coaches may also be very unstable and perhaps not reflective of a
socially constructed category of race or gender at all. They may also replicate
dominant ways of coaching that have become part of a sport over time. A
coach from Russia may be constructed as authoritarian due to perceived
notions of ethnicity/race/gender generally assigned to such nationals. This
construction may overlook the presence of many coaches in the host coun-
try who also use such styles as we indicated earlier. Transnational coaches
will engage in/perform and emphasize certain practices of masculinity and
femininity that intersect in some ways with whiteness, but they may differ
relatively little from those in which national coaches engage in the same
sport. The ways in which translocational positionality informs practices of
transnational coaches could therefore give further insight into the fluidity of
the conflation of race/ethnicity/nationality and gender.

Conclusion

To conclude, we suggest research is needed that explores how discursive
practices of transnational and national coaches reconfigure and challenge
dominant ideologies of race/ethnicity and gender, their intersections as well
as power inequalities and how these meanings and configurations are nego-
tiated in a specific time and place. Does the increase in transnational coaches
strengthen dominant gender and race/ethnic ideologies and norms in sport
and/or does it also challenge or question them? (see also Pessar & Mahler,
2003). Such research not only could provide insight into the ways social
relations of power are challenged and reproduced through national and
transnational coaching practices but could also enrich scholarship in other
areas such as critical studies of (sport) migration, gender, race/ethnicity and
of diversity management (De Jong, 2016).

Note

1 This does not exclude the possibility that other factors such as doping and home
advantage played a role in ‘the victory’ as well.
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Chapter 11

When the law won’t work

The US National Football League’s extra-
judicial approach to addressing employment
discrimination in coaching

N. Jeremi Duru

Introduction

In 2003, the most prominent American football league in the United States, the
National Football League (NFL), implemented a modest interviewing protocol
in an attempt to fend off accusations of racial inequity with respect to promo-
tions among the league’s coaches. Historically, the league’s head coaching ranks
had been virtually all white, with only a rare black coach, or an even rarer
Latino coach, among them. Although all 32 club owners ultimately agreed to
the interviewing protocol – mandating that a club searching for a head coach
interview a person of color before making a hire – the initiative was, initially, an
afterthought. Two of the first three clubs to hire a head coach after the policy’s
implementation ignored it and pundits maligned it as another half-hearted and
hollow NFL attempt to project progressiveness (Hack, 2003; Duru, 2018), pp.
530–531). Fifteen years later, however, the protocol, known as the Rooney
Rule, has not only altered the complexion of the NFL, it is an established
employment best practice, relied upon in the United States and abroad, and in
government as well as the private sector. Notably, the NFL did not hatch the
Rooney Rule idea. Two civil rights lawyers, Johnnie Cochran and Cyrus Mehri,
who were known for aggressive litigation and charismatic media presence, and
who happened to love football, proposed the concept and pressured the NFL
to adopt it. While understanding the Rooney Rule’s operation and impact are
important, the reason these seasoned and committed litigators chose this
mechanism rather than litigation is just as important, and this chapter will
explore both fronts.

The chapter will examine the racial inequity facing coaches of color in the
NFL near the turn of the twenty-first century, the legal system’s inadequacy
in remedying that inequity, the effectuation of an alternative, extra-legal,
solution to the problem, and the impact that solution – the Rooney Rule –

has had across a range of sports and non-sports organizations. Ultimately,
the chapter illustrates the law’s limitations with respect to ensuring racial
equity in employment and the consequent need for creative non-legal
approaches to workplace fairness within sport and otherwise.1



The problem: racial inequity among coaches in the NFL

In 2002, Cyrus Mehri and Johnnie Cochran were two of the United States’
most successful lawyers. Cochran was known principally for his successful,
and certainly controversial, murder trial defense of former American foot-
ball star O.J. Simpson, but he was most proud of the civil rights victories he
had won for clients over the years. Mehri was less renown but similarly
effective for his clients, securing hundred million dollar settlements from
corporate titans such as Coca-Cola and Texaco on behalf of employees alle-
ging racial discrimination. Together, they were in the midst of a civil rights
lawsuit against pharmaceutical giant Johnson & Johnson when the NFL’s
Minnesota Vikings and Tampa Bay Buccaneers in quick succession fired
their head coaches, both of whom were black. The terminations were star-
tling for two reasons: (1) both coaches – Dennis Green and Tony Dungy –

had performed well in their jobs; and (2) with Green and Dungy out, only
one of the 32 NFL head coaches was of color, notwithstanding a roughly
70% player population of color. In the league’s 80-year history, there had
only been eight head coaches of color. Green, Dungy and the one remaining
head coach of color in the league, Herm Edwards, had together constituted a
high water mark of three head coaches of color in the league at one time,
and the backslide to one discouraged those who believed things were trend-
ing in the other direction.

Mehri and Cochran were among those discouraged and they shared the
view that coaches of color were systematically disadvantaged in pursuing
head coaching positions. To test their hypothesis, they commissioned Dr.
Janice Madden, a labor economist at the University of Pennsylvania, to
analyze the win-loss records of all NFL head coaches over the previous 15
years and to then compare them by race. Dr. Madden’s analysis confirmed
their suspicion. Because there had been so few head coaches in the league
who were neither white nor black, she focused her analysis on those two
groups. However the data was sliced, it revealed that black head coaches
outperformed white head coaches (Cochran & Mehri, 2002). Black head
coaches averaged 9.1 wins over the course of a 16-game season, while white
head coaches averaged 8 wins. Importantly, that ninth win generally meant
the difference between a successful season and an unsuccessful one, as 60
percent of teams with 9 wins during that 15-year span made the playoffs and
fewer than 10 percent of those with 8 wins made the playoffs. In black head
coaches’ last year before being fired, the disparity was even greater: they
won, on average, 1.3 more games than white head coaches (Cochran &
Mehri, 2002). In conclusion, Dr. Madden wrote, “No matter how we look at

success, black coaches are performing better. These data are consistent with black

having to be better coaches than the whites in order to get a job as head coach in the

NFL” (Cochran & Mehri, 2002: 6).
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With Dr. Madden’s study, which was both statistically significant and peer
reviewed, as the foundation, Mehri and Cochran drafted a report – titled
Black Coaches in the NFL: Superior Performance, Inferior Opportunities – and
released it at a press conference during which they threatened litigation if the
NFL did not address the issue of inequity in coaching opportunities. The
threat inspired dramatic headlines in newspapers across the country and
applied public pressure to the NFL, but it was extremely unlikely to evolve
into a successful lawsuit, and both Mehri and Cochran knew it. The report
and the threat were first steps in a strategy designed, instead, to change the
NFL from within.

The absence of a viable legal remedy

While a layperson may have seen litigation as a potentially fruitful means of
creating change, seasoned civil rights lawyers knew a litigation approach
would not have been promising. Though not impossible, for multiple rea-
sons successfully suing the NFL for employment discrimination would have
been extremely difficult. First, the NFL does not control any individual
club’s personnel decisions, and a court would therefore likely deem it an
inappropriate defendant. While the NFL is an umbrella organization that
helps coordinate the activities of its member clubs, it has no authority to
instruct a club to hire or terminate a coach or any other employee (except,
under rare circumstances, as a disciplinary matter). The NFL, therefore,
could not reasonably be held liable for the Vikings firing Green or the Buc-
caneers firing Dungy or for any other club’s head coach termination.

A potential exception might lie in the doctrine of juridical links. A jur-
idical link describes a legal relationship wherein multiple defendants are
connected in a way that would suggest a single resolution would be prefer-
able to numerous separate suits (Leer v. Washington Educ. Asn, 172 F.R.D.
439, 450 (1997)). Because the juridical links exception has carried the day in
employment discrimination cases involving employers connected by a col-
lective bargaining agreement (CBA), it could at first blush appear to come
into play in the NFL context, in which a CBA binds the league and its teams
together. In those cases, however, the CBA relationship giving rise to the
juridical links argument bound those employers with the prospective plain-
tiffs (Marchwinski v. Oliver Tyrone Corp., 81 F.R.D. 487, 489 (1979)). The NFL
CBA binds the employers – the clubs – to the players, but it does not bind
coaches, the parties who would be plaintiffs in the prospective lawsuit.
Moreover, some case law suggests the juridical links doctrine is only applic-
able in cases where there exists an allegedly discriminatory uniformly applied
rule or policy (Henderson, 2000). With no actual league-wide policy to
target, a suit against the league as a whole, even by way of juridical links,
would not likely be successful. In the absence of a path through the juridical
links doctrine to sue the NFL, any employment discrimination argument
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would have to target a particular club, and would almost certainly revolve
around a claim born of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (the “1964 Act” or
“Act”).

Title VII

The Act is the United States of America’s most significant civil rights leg-
islation. Congress passed the Act in the midst of, and in response to, deep
racial discord and discrimination that enveloped the United States.
Although the Thirteenth Amendment to the US Constitution outlawed
chattel slavery in 1865, Jim Crow segregationist policies and other govern-
mental and private discriminatory mechanisms followed in slavery’s wake,
oppressing blacks throughout the nation (Edwards and Thompson, 2010).
The Act, unquestionably “the most far-reaching bill on civil rights in modern

American history,” was designed to quash that oppression (Iheukwumere &
Aka, 2001: 14). The Act’s 11 titles outlaw discrimination in a wide swath of
American life, from voter registration to public accommodations access.
Title VII outlaws discrimination in employment. Although the entire Act
has been generally impactful, “Title VII has emerged as having the most sig-

nificant impact in helping to shape the legal and policy discourse on the meaning

of equality” (Belton, 2005: 432–433). The Act applies to both public and
private employers and reads, in relevant part, as follows: “[i]t shall be an
unlawful employment practice for an employer … to fail or refuse to hire
or to discharge any individual, or otherwise to discriminate against any
individual with respect to his compensation, terms, conditions, or privi-
leges of employment, because of such individual’s race, color, religion, sex,
or national origin” (42 U.S.C.A. § 2000e-2).

An employment discrimination claim for a head coach of a professional
sports club presents a unique circumstance. As noted above, because the
club, not the league, employs the coach, the league would likely not be an
appropriate defendant. The coach would, instead, have to bring his or her
Title VII action against the employing club. Title VII allows for liability
under two basic theories: disparate treatment and disparate impact. Dis-
parate treatment liability applies when a defendant is found to have inten-
tionally discriminated, while disparate impact liability applies when a
defendant’s selection process, though seemingly neutral on its face, produces
a racially disproportionate outcome. As will be argued below, however,
because of the specificities of the coach selection process, neither theory is
likely to be fruitful for an aggrieved coach.

Disparate treatment

As impactful as Title VII has been in United States history, it is difficult
today to prove intentional racial discrimination in a particular instance
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(Green, 2003). While unabashed racists exist today, just as they have
throughout US history, racial discrimination in the post-civil rights era is
often expressed covertly, and perhaps subconsciously (Patterson, 2011;
Williams, 2005). This is the case in sport as it is in society generally. Bringing
a successful intentional racial discrimination claim, as an aggrieved coaching
candidate might want to do, therefore, would be difficult.

In order to be successful with a disparate treatment Title VII lawsuit, a
coach would have to overcome an inevitable motion for summary judgment, a
legal mechanism that permits a defendant to defeat a plaintiff’s claim before it
gets to trial on the grounds that “there [exists] no genuine issue as to any
material fact” in the case (Celotex Corp. v. Catrett, 477 U.S. 317, 322 (1986);
Fed. R. Civ. P. 56). In order to do so, the coach would have to first establish a
prima facie case of discrimination. While direct evidence, such as an admission
or a document indicating the coach was denied the position due to race,
would on its own establish a prima facie case, such overtly expressed dis-
crimination is rare in today’s society, as noted above. Without access to direct
evidence, establishing a prima facie case would require that the coach make
several showings, each by a preponderance of the evidence. Under this fra-
mework, established by the United States Supreme Court in the seminal case
of McDonnell Douglas Corp. v. Green, the plaintiff would have to prove that he
or she: (1) is a member of a protected class; (2) is qualified for the position; (3)
was rejected; and (4) that someone else was selected (Lawrence, 1987).

As a person of color, the coach would unquestionably be in a protected
class, satisfying the first element, and elements three and four would
obviously be satisfied as well. The rub would be in the second element,
where subjectivity with respect to how the term “qualified” is defined would
come into play. Courts tend to erect a low bar for what constitutes “quali-
fied”: generally, a plaintiff need not prove he or she was as qualified as or
better qualified than the person selected, but rather that he or she merely
met the position’s minimum criteria. The courts, however, are rather defer-
ential to a defendant’s view as to what criteria are required for success in a
particular position, creating an opening for defendants to design job searches
to advantage a select individual or group of selected individuals.

If a plaintiff is able to prove he or she is qualified under the McDonnell Dou-

glass framework andmeets the other three prongs as well, he or she does not win
the case, but instead creates as rebuttable presumption of Title VII discrimina-
tion. The defendant then has the opportunity to shield itself from liability by
articulating a legitimate, non-discriminatory reason for the hiring decision. The
defendant’s threshold here is exceedingly low. Indeed, courts have routinely
found that articulating virtually any lawful reason discharges a defendant’s
burden on this score. As one court has put it, an “employer may fire an
employee for a good reason, a bad reason, a reason based on erroneous facts, or
for no reason at all, as long as the action is not for a discriminatory reason” (Nix

v. WLCY Radio/Rahall Commc’ns, [1999] 738 F.2d 1181, 1187 (1984)).
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Because the showing necessary to return the burden to the plaintiff is so
low, defendants generally do so without difficulty. To prevail, the plaintiff
must then prove the defendant’s articulated reason was pretext and that
racial discrimination played into the decision. This is not easily done. As
noted above, courts in employment discrimination cases are generally quite
deferential to defendants’ decisions as to what constitutes the best candidate
for a job. This is particularly the case with respect to sport; courts simply do
not want to substitute their judgment for that of the sports club executive
making the decision. So, if a club’s principal decision maker articulates that
he or she hired a coach other than the plaintiff because the other coach
possessed a particular trait, the court will, in the absence of suspicious cir-
cumstances, find no disparate treatment occurred.

Disparate impact

Failure under disparate treatment theory does not doom a plaintiff’s Title
VII claim, however, because disparate impact theory provides the possibi-
lity of Title VII liability even with no showing of intentional discrimina-
tion. Under this approach, a coach would have to show that a seemingly
non-discriminatory requirement of the job has a disproportionate impact
on his or her protected class. This theory allows for the possibility that
employment discrimination may exist even when an employer has not set
out to discriminate and, indeed, may not know that he or she is dis-
criminating. As such, it would seem an attractive litigative option for an
aggrieved head coach.

Professional sports clubs, however, often do not apply identifiable hiring
criteria when searching for coaches, making a disparate impact challenge
somewhat contextually incongruous (Moye, 1998; Walker, 2006; Duru,
2018). Moreover, to surmount a summary judgment motion in this context,
a plaintiff must show, generally through statistics, that the selection criteria
the employer uses “causes the selection of applicants … in a racial pattern
that significantly differs from that of the pool of applicants” and that the
“disparity [is] so great it cannot reasonably be attributed to chance”
(NAACP v. Town of E. Haven, 70 F.3d 219, 225 (1995)). Such a showing,
though, generally demands analysis using a sample size large enough that the
results constitute statistically reliable evidence. In the absence of statistical
significance, which is difficult to establish in the context of a challenge to
head coach hiring, a disparate impact claim will fail. An aggrieved head
coach candidate of color’s Title VII claim, therefore, whether brought under
a disparate treatment theory or a disparate impact theory, is unlikely to
succeed.

The seminal case of Jackson v. University of New Haven is illustrative. In that
case, decided in 2002, James C. Jackson sued the University of New Hamp-
shire (UNH), “alleging racial discrimination in hiring” when he was denied an
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opportunity to be head coach of the UNH football team (Jackson v. Univ. of

New Haven, 228 F. Supp. 2d 156, 157 (2002)). In February of 1999, UNH
posted the position and listed in the posting the following requirements:

A bachelors degree is required, master’s degree preferred. Successful
collegiate coaching experience required. Experience in recruiting, game
coaching and knowledge of NCAA rules and regulations is essential.

(Jackson at 157)

Jackson, who was black, applied for the position along with 36 other appli-
cants. UNH selected six finalists to interview, all of whom had two things in
common: they were white and they had previously coached collegiate foot-
ball. Jackson did not have collegiate football coaching experience, but he had
been an outstanding minor league football coach, winning coach of the year
awards on several occasions and being inducted into the minor league foot-
ball hall of fame. Jackson’s suit centered on Title VII and was two-fold,
including both a disparate treatment and a disparate impact claim. Both
claims, however, fell to a motion for summary judgment, with neither pro-
gressing beyond the prima facie stage. With respect to the disparate treat-
ment claim, the parties agreed that Jackson was a member of a protected
class, that he was declined the position, and that someone else received the
position, but disagreed – as employment discrimination plaintiffs and defen-
dants usually do – as to whether he was qualified.

Jackson acknowledged that UNH listed collegiate coaching experience as
a required qualification for the job, but argued that such experience was
not, in fact, necessary to be a successful collegiate head coach. The court,
however, explained that “Jackson’s subjective determination that he is
qualified for the position is not enough to carry his burden of making out a
prima facie case” (Jackson at 161). The court went on to emphasize that
“broad deference should be afforded to employers in selecting hiring cri-
teria … . Absent a showing by the plaintiff that the employer’s demands
were made in bad faith … an employer … is not compelled to submit the
reasonableness of its employment criteria to the assessment of either judge
or jury” (Thornley v. Penton Pub., Inc., 104 F.3d 26, 29 (1997) (cited in Jack-

son at 157)). As noted above, this deference is the norm: rarely will a court
look beyond a defendant’s criteria for a position. If a plaintiff is able to
show that a defendant’s criteria apply differently to different applicants, a
disparate treatment claim is in order, but when the criteria are applied
uniformly, courts defer to the employer and a disparate treatment claim is
likely to fail, as it did in Jackson.

Disparate impact analysis, as the Jackson case illustrates, would be simi-
larly unavailing. Because the candidate pool for a head coaching position is
typically small, statistical significance is difficult to attain. In Jackson, the
plaintiff noted that 50 percent of the applicants for the head coaching
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position who identified themselves as black lacked college coaching
experience, while only 10 percent of the candidates who identified them-
selves as white lacked college coaching experience. Because college coach-
ing experience was required for the position, plaintiff argued that the
disproportionate impact of the requirement potentially triggered disparate
impact liability. The court, however, dug deeper into the numbers, noting
that there were only 14 applicants for the position who identified their
race, ten of whom were white and four of whom were black. So, the 10
percent figure represented 1 out of 10 and the 50 percent figure represented
2 out of 4. The court explained that these numbers were simply too small
to yield a statistically significant result. The court went on to acknowledge
that in the employment discrimination realm there is no definite sample
size threshold above which a result is statistically significant and below
which it is not, noting instead that the “substantiality of a disparity is
judged on a case-by-case basis” (Smith v. Xerox Corp., 196 F.3d 358, 366
(1999) (cited in Jackson at 157)). The number of applicants in the Jackson

case, however, was clearly too small.
If courts are unwilling to find statistical significance in cases such as Jack-

son, it is not realistic that they would find statistical significance in an NFL
coach’s disparate impact challenge, as NFL club’s head coach searches
involve well fewer than 14 candidates. Indeed, a candidate pool of three or
four is typical. NFL coaches passed over time and again for head coach
positions, therefore, could not reasonably turn to Title VII analysis for
relief. Even if there existed a viable path through the law, it is not clear that
any aggrieved coach would be willing to take it. The professional sports
world is small and club owners have long memories. Even if successful in a
lawsuit, a plaintiff would stand the very real possibility of being ostracized
and therefore unable to secure a meaningful job in sport going forward.
Notwithstanding the University of Pennsylvania study and the Dungy and
Green anecdotes, therefore, Mehri and Cochran knew that they could not
reasonably turn to Title VII for relief. The law would not support them, and
if it did, it is likely no prospective head coach would retain them. If they
wanted to spark change, the courts were not a promising option.

The solution: the diverse candidate slate concept

Previous litigation successes, however, had led Mehri to what he believed
could level the playing field for aspiring NFL coaches in the absence of a
viable legal claim. In 1994, he had filed a class action racial discrimination
lawsuit on behalf of employees against the oil titan Texaco, and in 1999 he
had filed a similar suit against the Coca-Cola Company. In both cases, he
possessed damning evidence that damaged the companies’ arguments and
brought them to the settlement table.
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Texaco had initially been litigating fiercely, but its defense dissolved when
Mehri’s legal team discovered recordings of company executives spewing
racial epithets suited for a “Ku Klux Klan rally” while destroying documents
that were responsive to the plaintiffs’ requests and would be damaging if
revealed in court (Roberts & White, 1998: 255). The evidence in the Coca-
Cola case was not as dramatic, but just as damaging from a legal perspective:
hundreds of pages of employee compensation data revealing “massive racially

driven disparities” (Hays, 2004: 214) After negotiations, Mehri settled both
cases on behalf of his clients. The Texaco suit settled for $176 million and
the Coca-Cola suit settled for $192.5 million. The economic terms were, by
any measure, extraordinary, but the programmatic relief was also deeply
impactful. For instance, as a part of both settlements, independent task
forces were created to monitor the organizations going forward, and they
were imbued with sweeping powers to reform human resources practices if
the organizations went awry. The Coca-Cola settlement, however, included
one provision the Texaco settlement did not: a diverse candidate slate
requirement.

Mehri felt he had not addressed the glass ceiling impeding the ascent of
non-white aspiring executives as well as he could have during the Texaco
settlement negotiation, and he wanted to target it when settling the Coca-
Cola case. To do so, he had to develop an approach that would open the
possibility of diversifying the company’s upper ranks in a way that would
not startle those in power away from the negotiating table. He settled on the
idea of working consideration of race into the interviewing process rather
than at the decision node, as is traditionally done in affirmative action hiring
processes. Such an approach would not guarantee any person of color a
position and, further, would invite decision-makers to disregard race entirely
when deciding to whom the position would be offered. The only require-
ment would be that the interview pool be diverse.

Mehri believed the principal challenge facing people of color who aspired
to executive positions at Coca-Cola was getting in the door to be seen, heard,
and deemed a viable candidate (Working Ideal). Requiring a diverse inter-
viewing slate would open that door, and once in the room – once the deci-
sion maker and the candidate of color were able to discuss the job and what
was required to do it well – Mehri believed previously overlooked talent
would shine and candidates of color would begin ascending to executive
positions (Working Ideal). Mehri was able to convince Coca-Cola to adopt
diverse candidate interviewing and in the years that followed the settlement,
diversity at Coca-Cola increased substantially (Herman et al, 2006). By 2006,
“minority representation among Coca-Cola executives at the assistant vice-
president level and above increased from 8.4% to 21%. Below the executive
rank, minority managers increased from 16% to 25.5%” (Park, 2008: 3).
And since then, minority representation has continued to climb (The Coca-
Cola Company, 2017).
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Mehri was not the first person to think about this type of reform. In the
late 1990s, both Sara Lee Corporation and Allstate Insurance instituted
diverse candidate slate interviewing for open positions (Bryan, 1998). And
Catalyst Corporate Board Placement marketed its services in tailoring
diverse slates for companies seeking more diverse interviewing pools (Pollak,
2000). Mehri, however, was the first person to weave diverse candidate slate
interviewing into a class action lawsuit settlement agreement.

Because it had proved successful in the Coca-Cola context, when Mehri and
Cochran got the NFL to the negotiation table with an opportunity to propose
reform, Mehri pressed for diverse candidate slate interviewing with respect to
head coach positions. Like Coca-Cola, the NFL was widely regarded as a con-
servative organization, and like Coca-Cola, the power positions in the NFL –

including head coach – were overwhelmingly white. Intervention was necessary
if head coaching aspirants of color were to have a chance, and a system in which
candidates of color received a preference at the hiring stage would have been
roundly rejected. Mehri believed diverse candidate slates were well suited to the
NFL context and anticipated they could assist in diversifying the NFL’s head
coaching ranks just as they had diversified Coca-Cola’s executive ranks.

After three months of sometimes tense negotiation and discussion, the
league’s owners agreed that they would interview at least one person of color
for head coach openings. While the only viable head coaching candidates of
color at the time were black, the approach recognized that as the game of
American football continued to develop other non-white aspiring head coa-
ches may face headwinds as well. Each owner’s particular motivation was
untold. Some certainly valued the prospect of increased diversity, either
because they valued diversity for diversity’s sake or because they felt it
would strengthen their bottom line. Others may simply have grown tired of
the negative press the league’s virtually homogenous head coaching corps
had attracted and sought the appearance of attention to diversity. Whatever
the case, they moved forward with reform. The Rooney Rule – named after
Dan Rooney, the Pittsburgh Steelers owner who championed the idea in
internal league discussions – was born.

The NFL’s diversity gains

The year after the Rooney Rule went into effect, the number of head coaches
of color in the NFL returned to the high water mark of three. In 2004, the
following year, it increased to five. In 2005, it increased to six. And in 2007,
it increased to seven. The NFL – at one point derided in the press as
homogenous with respect to coaching but now labeled a torchbearer for
diversity and inclusion – was so pleased with the Rule’s impact in the head
coaching ranks that it expanded the rule to apply to clubs’ general manager
searches as well. In short order, the number of NFL general managers of
color would also rise.
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The racial complexion of the NFL is unquestionably different than it was
before the Rooney Rule. Entering the 2017 season, a record 16 NFL Clubs
were led by a head coach or general manager of color, and in all, since the
Rooney Rule took effect, clubs have hired 14 head coaches of color and 12
general managers of color. Given the opportunity, head coaches and general
managers of color have thrived. Indeed, since 2007, 10 NFL clubs have
reached the Super Bowl led by a head coach or general manager of color.
The rise of Mike Tomlin, head coach of the Pittsburgh Steelers, most clearly
illustrates the Rooney Rule’s impact. Tomlin was a young unheralded
defensive coach who had only served as a defensive coordinator in the NFL
for one year when the Steelers interviewed him for the club’s vacant head
coaching position in 2007. His competition for the job was fierce, with older
more experienced coaches – who were white and who were already on the
Steelers’ coaching staff – leading the field. With the chance to interview and
make his case for the job, however, Tomlin convinced the Steelers that he
was the best candidate for the job. Within two years, he had led the Steelers
to a Super Bowl championship and won Coach of the Year honors. Tomlin
remains among the most highly respected head coaches in the league and his
hire, and subsequent success, sparked a trend in the NFL of searching for
fresh, young dynamic coaches rather than grizzled coaching veterans. Tom-
lin’s image, and his success, have come to symbolize the Rooney Rule
(Duru, 2011).

The Rooney Rule’s spread

A fairly substantial body of scholarship emerged in the years following
the Rooney Rule’s enactment. Some scholars have questioned whether
the Rule was, in fact, the force driving the NFL’s diversity gains, arguing
that other factors played a more substantial part. For instance, Chris
Rider of Georgetown University’s McDonough School of Business, toge-
ther with several colleagues, argues that demographic trends in NFL
coaching that existed before the Rule’s implementation suggest the league
would have experienced its head coaching diversity gains even in the
Rule’s absence (Rider et al., 2016). Other scholars have explicitly credited
the Rule with those gains (Smith, 2008; Thornton, 2009; Madden &
Ruther, 2010).

If mimicry is validation, the Rooney Rule is, indeed, validated. Like the
NFL, the National Collegiate Athletic Association, which governs the great
bulk of collegiate athletics in the United States, had long been pilloried for
the homogeneity of the collegiate football head coach ranks. In 2008, after
the NFL had begun to experience diversity gains, the Division I-A Athletic
Directors’ Association, which represents the athletic directors at the highest
level of NCAA football, issued guidelines encouraging its members to use
diverse candidate slates when searching for head football coaches. The
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NCAA, itself, stood in the background, fearing that it did not have the
authority to institute a collegiate version of the Rooney Rule, but it quietly
supported the Athletic Directors’ initiative.

That same year, the American state of Oregon took the Athletic Directors’
efforts a step further, passing legislation that required all seven of its public
universities to utilize diverse candidate slates when interviewing candidates for
head coaching positions in all sports as well as for athletic directors. Other
American states have considered following suit, and some American munici-
palities have done so. Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania for instance, has done so. Port-
land, Oregon has as well, but has taken the concept a step further still,
expanding it beyond race. Pursuant to city council resolution, any interview
process for a bureau directorship in the city government (e.g., Chief of Police or
Chief of the Fire Department) must include an interview of at least one candi-
date of color, one woman candidate, and one candidate with a disability.

Not to be outdone by state or local efforts on this front, the United States
federal government has pursued Rooney Rule-like initiatives as well. Former
Commissioner of the US Securities and Exchange Commission Luis Aguilar
spoke publicly while in office about the need for diverse candidate slates
when considering membership on Corporate boards, and current Senate
minority leader Chuck Schumer has pushed for and eventually secured
agreement among all Senate Democrats to interview diverse applicants for all
staff vacancies when at all possible.

Various leading corporations, including Xerox, Intel, Microsoft, Face-
book, and Pinterest, have adopted forms of the Rule as well. A conglom-
eration of law firms has taken a similar step. Thirty large US-based firms,
most of which have international offices, have adopted the Mansfield Rule –

named after the first woman ever licensed to practice law in the US – under
which they commit to using diverse candidate slates with respect to “hiring
for leadership and governance roles, promotions to equity partner, and
hiring lateral attorneys” (Rubino, 2017, para. 4).

In addition, the Rooney Rule concept has taken hold outside of the
United States. As explored in other chapters of this book, the top levels of
soccer in England have long featured a starkly racially disproportionate
corps of managers (the role equivalent to head coach in American football).
Indeed, as of 2011, only two of the 92 clubs in the English Premier League
(the top level) and the English Football League (the three tiers below the top
level) employed managers of color (Bell, 2011). For several years prior to
that, activists and soccer officials in England had consulted with Mehri about
the Rooney Rule concept’s potential application in England, but in 2011 the
movement to enact a Rooney Rule analogue started to gain traction. That
year Mehri gave a formal presentation to representatives of the English
soccer community’s key stakeholders: the Football Association (England’s
national governing body for soccer), the English Premier League, the English
Football League, the League Managers Association, and the Professional
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Footballers’ Association (the players’ union). Those stakeholders debated
the matter for years going forward with little movement, but in December of
2017, all 72 clubs in the English Football League agreed in principle to
interview at least one suitably qualified person of color for first team man-
agerial positions, effective January 1, 2018 (Rudd, 2017). Within weeks, the
Football Association adopted a similar rule, requiring that at least one sui-
tably qualified person of color be interviewed for all national team manage-
rial positions from the youth levels up to the senior level for both the men’s
and women’s programs. These measures remain in their infancy, so their
ultimate impact remains to be seen. The English Premier League has exhib-
ited little interest in the Rooney Rule, and there is currently nothing to
indicate that will change. Depending on the success of these initiatives in
effectuating equal opportunity in the English Football League and Football
Association, however, it is conceivable the English Premier League could
re-examine the diverse candidate slate concept.

The Rooney Rule 2.0?

Notwithstanding the increase in diversity in the NFL following the Rooney
Rule’s enactment and the Rule’s subsequent proliferation into other employ-
ment contexts, recent research suggests it is not as effective as it could be. In
2016, the Harvard Business Review reported that the Rooney Rule, while
powerful in concept, is only as powerful in fact if two traditionally under-
represented candidates are on the diverse candidate slate. The article detailed a
study conducted by University of Colorado scholars, in which they set out to
determine if increasing the number of women or people of color on an inter-
viewing slate to two would increase the likelihood of hiring a woman or person
of color beyond what the laws of probability would suggest. They found that it
did. Their research concluded that putting two women on the slate made the
odds of hiring a woman 79.14 times greater, and putting two people of color on
the slate made the odds of hiring a person of color 193.72 times greater. Nota-
bly, the results held no matter how many people overall were interviewed for
the position (Johnson et al., 2016).

Two years later, another Harvard Business Review article explored the
“two in the pool” concept specifically in the NFL context and found that,
indeed, when two or more candidates of color were on the interview slate,
the chances of a hire of color increased substantially (Johnson 2018). Had the
NFL stakeholders who advocated for and instituted the Rooney Rule
understood the benefits of diverse candidate slates with two or more people
of color over those with only one person of color, perhaps they would have
mandated that two people of color be interviewed for each head coach
opening. And as other sports organizations concerned about diversity
among coaches contemplate adopting the Rooney Rule concept, they would
be wise to consider the Harvard Business Review’s conclusions.
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Conclusion

When inequality of opportunity for the NFL’s head coaching aspirants of
color reached a crisis point in 2002, anti-discrimination law promised no
relief. The nature of the NFL coaching employment context rendered Title
VII, the United States’ bell-weather employment discrimination statute,
essentially inapplicable. Moreover, the stigma of bringing suit would, in any
event, likely have disincentivized prospective plaintiffs from attempting to
press a legal claim. From the legal void, however, bloomed the Rooney Rule,
an equal opportunity initiative that has gained traction in both the public
and private sectors in the United States as well as in the United Kingdom’s
soccer community.

The Rooney Rule story teaches the importance of the opportunity to get
into the proverbial room to make one’s case, but it also teaches the impor-
tance of creative approaches to encouraging equal opportunity. While a
lawsuit can be a powerful tool in this realm, various circumstances may
thwart its use. The lack of a legal remedy, however, must not be equated
with the lack of a remedy. When legal approaches to ensuring equal oppor-
tunity are unavailable or fail, other approaches can prove just as, or more,
effective. The Rooney Rule is a testament.

Note

1 American Football has historically been played almost exclusively by Americans
who are either black (of at least partial African heritage) or white. As such, the
term “black” is frequently used in this article. In a presumed bid for inclusivity,
however, the NFL’s Rooney Rule applies to all people of color (all non-white
persons) rather than just black people. When describing the Rule and its con-
sequences, therefore, this article uses the term “people of color.”
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Chapter 12

The EFL voluntary code of
recruitment

Using reflexive regulation to increase the
racial diversity of professional football
coaching in England

Sophie Cowell

Introduction

Despite advances in on-the-field racial diversity within English professional
football, the underrepresentation of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME)
managers and coaches remains a significant issue. An established body of
research into the experiences of BAME managers and coaches has recently
emerged, which explores reasons behind this underrepresentation (see Sports
People’s Think Tank (SPTT) 2015; Cashmore & Cleland 2011; Bradbury et al.,
2018). However, research into specific measures aimed at tackling under-
representation, particularly recent policies introduced by football authorities, is
still developing (see Bradbury 2016; and Conricode & Bradbury, Chapter 13 of
this collection). Further, the broader issue of racism in football is “still largely
unexplored” from an anti-discrimination law perspective (Veuthey 2013, 76).
This chapter aims to fill this gap by considering the extent to which permissive,
rather than mandatory, legislation may have encouraged the English Football
League (EFL)1 to introduce their Voluntary Code of Recruitment. Established
in 2016, the Code is similar to the ‘Rooney Rule’ from the National Football
League (NFL) in the United States. This chapter will provide background con-
text to the Code, then outline the legal framework, before considering the
extent to which the introduction of the Code demonstrates the legislative
approach of ‘reflexive regulation’ or “enforced self-regulation” (McCrudden
2007) working effectively. It will conclude by using reflexive regulation theory
to recommend ways to increase the success of the Code.

The chapter considers the Voluntary Code to be a form of positive action.
Positive action is a contested term, with no clear legal definition. Barmes
(2009: 623) defines positive action as an “activity designed to improve the posi-

tion, in terms of the distribution of benefits or dis-benefits, of a given social group or

sub-group… on the basis that its members suffer systematic disadvantage in that

regard”. This definition broadly informs the way in which the term is used in
the chapter.



Additionally, the term ‘Black, Asian andMinority Ethnic’ or ‘BAME’ will be
used throughout. It is acknowledged that homogeneous terms conceal “sub-
stantial diversity” (Aspinall 2011: 33). However, it is considered “any official

category will conceal some heterogeneity” (Aspinall, 2009: 1425) and “there is little in

the lexicon of terms that is not contested” (Aspinall, 2002: 804). Although ideally
imposed categorisation should be avoided in ethnicity research, a theoretical
analysis requires a consistent approach towards terminology, thus it is con-
sidered necessary to use the terms adopted by others who are researching,
practising and developing policy in this area. The EFL’s Voluntary Code uti-
lises the term ‘Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic’ (The Football League 20152);
this is also used by key organisations in this area, such as the League Managers
Association (LMA) and Kick It Out, English football’s leading equality and
inclusion organisation. BAME is also the salient term adopted throughout the
UK beyond the football context, used within government reports, official
healthcare, education and criminal justice settings, and beyond. This chapter
will refer to ‘minority’ coaches/candidates when discussing the USA context, as
this is the term generally adopted by those researching the Rooney Rule (see
Collins, 2007; Corapi, 2012) and is thus the salient term in the given context.
Further, this chapter will refer to both ‘managers’ and ‘coaches’. In this context,
a ‘manager’ is only the first-team head coach, who almost always will have wider
responsibilities and duties beyond simply coaching, whereas ‘coaches’ includes
all first-team coaches, and the development and youth squad coaches.

BAME managers and coaches – the current position

Since Viv Anderson became the first BAME footballer to play for the Eng-
land first team in 1978, professional football in the English leagues has made
significant advances in on-the-field racial diversity. Whilst high-profile inci-
dents, such as West Ham United FC’s Head of Recruitment, Tony Henry,
stating African players “cause mayhem” (BBC, 2018a), and incidents of racist
abuse aimed at BAME players including Raheem Sterling (BBC, 2018b) sug-
gest an ongoing difficulty in embedding equality and inclusion, the level of
diversity amongst players has significantly increased. Currently, up to 30%
of all professional footballers are BAME, significantly higher than the
general UK population of 14% (SPTT, 2017). Despite the advances in on-
the-field racial diversity, the situation at managerial and coaching levels is
different. In October 2018, 7 of 92 (7.6%) first-team managers were BAME.
Whilst this was an improvement on previous years (on 1 September 2017, 3
of 92 (3.3%) first-team managers were BAME) it demonstrates a significant
underrepresentation compared to both BAME players and the general
population. This lack of representation is also seen in the wider coaching
community: on 1 September 2017, 22 of 482 (4.6%) senior coaching posi-
tions3 were held by BAME coaches, with only 18.5% of clubs employing
BAME coaches in senior positions (SPTT, 2017).
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Research by the SPTT identified key barriers to BAME coach career pro-
gression: over-reliance on networks-based recruitment; conscious and
unconscious racial bias and stereotypes; and a consequent lack of BAME
role models at all managerial and coaching levels (SPTT 2015: 4). A follow-
up report in 2017 argued the statistics outlined above demonstrate these
barriers are “institutionally embedded” and thus “remain firmly in place” (SPTT
2017: 9). Some studies have pointed to an actual and/or perceived lack of
qualified BAME coaches (see Cashmore & Cleland’s 2011 study on the views
of 1,000 football fans). Consequently, commentators have called for action
to redress actual and perceived disadvantage in this area. Peters (2014) argues
to increase representation of BAME managers and coaches, the focus should
be grassroots level, using positive action to encourage “under-represented
groups to undergo training courses and gain relevant qualifications”. Until
recently, football authorities have focused positive action programmes on
increasing numbers of qualified BAME coaches; for example, the COACH
Bursary Programme funds coaching qualifications for BAME applicants (The
Football Association 2015). Increasing access to coach education is much
needed, and research by Bradbury (2016: 144) found the bursary helps coa-
ches “break into… some historically closed professional club coaching networks”.
However, this alone is insufficient to address the systematic barriers identi-
fied by the SPTT, and Bradbury (2018: 25) argues a “holistic package of more

strident positive action measures” is needed.
Statistical evidence suggests a lack of suitably qualified managers and coa-

ches is not the only issue. The proportion of high-level qualified BAME
coaches is 8.3% (SPTT, 2015). Whilst this is significantly lower than the
general population (14%) and, particularly, the number of BAME players
(30%), it is almost double the number of coaches who are employed, out-
lined above as 4.6% (SPTT, 2015). This suggests that whilst the number of
high-level qualified coaches is not representative of the number of BAME
players, and work is required to address this, a fundamental problem for
qualified BAME coaches appears to be accessing employment opportunities.
Therefore, there have been calls for greater focus on assisting qualified coa-
ches to gain employment, rather than continuing to roll out developmental
opportunities like coaching courses. Although (in the UK at least) there have
been various forms of Equality Standards for football clubs since 2004, the
evidence suggests these have also been limited in the extent to which they
have increased the representation of BAME managers and coaches (Brad-
bury, 2011). For several years there have been widespread calls for a version
of the Rooney Rule, used within the NFL (National Football League) in the
USA, to be introduced into English football. Calls for an ‘English Rooney
Rule’ were made by notable BAME players and managers, including Paul
Ince (Ornstein, 2014), Jason Roberts (BBC, 2014a) and Sol Campbell (Brown,
2015). Key organisations campaigned for its introduction for several years:
the Professional Footballers’ Association (PFA) began discussions with
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Cyrus Mehri (instrumental in developing the NFL’s Rule) in 2011 (Kick It Out,
2011) and Kick It Out have long been supporters of such a Rule (BBC, 2014b).

The Rooney Rule, named after Pittsburgh Steelers owner Dan Rooney,
was introduced in 2003 following recommendations by the Workplace
Diversity Committee. The Rule requires NFL teams to interview at least one
minority candidate for all head coaching and senior football operations jobs
(Duru, 2008). Collins (2007) argues the Rooney Rule works by countering
the unconscious bias associated with minority coaches and reducing reliance
on such networks, thus helping to resolve the catch-22 situation, whereby
such networks were relied upon for recruitment, but minority coaches were
not given opportunities to break into them. There is little room in this
chapter to add to or evaluate the existing critique of the Rooney Rule (see
Duru, Chapter 11 of this collection); however, it is important to note the
impact it has had. Prior to its introduction, 70% of NFL players but only 3
of 32 head coaches were minority ethnic (Cashmore & Cleland, 2011). By
2015, 17 of 87 vacancies (20%) had been filled by minority ethnic candidates
(Fox, 2015), with minority ethnic candidates now 19–21% more likely to fill
an NFL head coach vacancy than prior to the Rule’s introduction (DuBois,
2015). The Rule has strict sanctions and there has only been one identified
breach, occurring in 2003 shortly after its inception. In response to this
breach, the Detroit Lions’ General Manager was personally fined $200,000;
the then Commissioner promised the next breach would result in a $500,000
fine, showing the Rule had “teeth” (Duru, 2008). Given the Rooney Rule’s
relative success in combating barriers similar to those “institutionally
embedded” in English football (SPTT, 2017), it is clear to see why there have
been widespread calls for the Rule, or an equivalent, to be introduced.

Whilst there had been calls for the introduction of the Rule into English
football for some time, this dialogue gained steam in 2014, when the EFL came
under mounting pressure to act. The then EFL Chairman Greg Clarke was
heavily criticised for failing to raise the issue at the 2013 Annual General
Meeting, despite assurances he would do so – although he claims this was due
to changes to the EFL Board (Ornstein, 2014). This led to claims by PFA Chief
Executive Gordon Taylor that the EFL had failed to fulfil its promise (Conway,
2014), and Garth Crooks, a long-term campaigner for the introduction of the
Rule, called on Clarke to resign (Ornstein, 2014). Considering that until this
point the EFL had failed to act, arguably this wider pressure on both the EFL,
and Clarke personally, led to the issue being raised at the 2015 AGM, where
clubs agreed formal action should be taken (The Football League, 2015).

The EFL’s initial proposals (summarised below) consisted of a Mandatory
Recruitment Code for academy football, which was immediately rolled out
to all 72 clubs, and Voluntary Recruitment Code for first-team football, to
be trialled by ten teams (EFL, 2016). This chapter focuses on the Voluntary
Recruitment Code; for a consideration of the Mandatory Recruitment Code,
see Conricode and Bradbury’s Chapter 13 in this collection.
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In summary, the Voluntary Recruitment Code for first-team football

involved the following:

� “During the season, clubs will be expected to interview one or more
BAME candidate for any First Team managerial/coaching role (where an
application has been received) in instances where they run a full
recruitment process”.

� “During the close season, clubs will be expected to run a full recruit-
ment process for any First Team managerial/coaching role during which
they must interview one or more BAME candidates (where an applica-
tion has been received)”. (EFL, 2016)

At the 2016 AGM, clubs gave their formal support to these proposals,
which were introduced for the 2016–17 season (EFL, 2016).

There was a lack of detail provided on how this pilot scheme would be
monitored and whether there would be sanctions for non-compliance.
During the pilot, the Code came under criticism, particularly when club
Wolverhampton Wanderers FC “completely failed to follow the process in
appointing Walter Zenga” (SPTT, 2016). In total, the Code was not followed
five out of a possible eight times (Slater, 2017). This raised questions around
the lack of monitoring and evaluation of the Code, and the lack of sanctions
for non-compliance (SPTT, 2016), particularly when compared to the
Rooney Rule in the NFL where the one failure to follow the Rule resulted in
significant penalties. Birmingham City, who did not interview a BAME can-
didate on two occasions, said they “abided by the agreement”, as the Code is
only required when clubs run a full recruitment process, thus still allowing
clubs to select a specific manager (Slater, 2017). This further highlights the
differences between the EFL’s Voluntary Code and the Rooney Rule, with
the latter required to be followed in all circumstances.

Chair of Kick It Out, Lord Ouseley, stated the pilot showed clubs had
“got away with doing nothing to achieve fair outcomes” (Slater 2017).
Despite this criticism, the EFL found the pilot “useful in terms of under-
standing the practicalities” of the Code (EFL, 2017a), eventually stating that
they believe “this approach has the potential to deliver the right outcomes if
operated by all clubs over a period of time” (EFL, 2017b). Therefore, it was
announced that all 72 clubs had agreed to follow the Voluntary Code from 1
January 2018 to the end of the 2018–19 season (EFL, 2017b).

Positive action and the law

The EFL’s measures can be considered a form of positive action, in line with
Barmes’ (2009) definition provided earlier; indeed, the EFL themselves have
referred to the measures using this term (EFL, 2017a). Some argue the
Rooney Rule as it operates in the NFL more readily fits into the realms of
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positive discrimination in the UK framework (Banton, 2014). Positive dis-
crimination involves “recruiting or promoting a person solely because they
have a relevant protected characteristic” irrespective of merit (Jarett, 2011)
and is unlawful. Because of this, it is argued here the EFL’s Code, which
states clubs must appoint the successful candidate on merit alone (The
Football League, 2015) is more closely aligned with positive action than
positive discrimination.

Positive action in the UK is permitted by Sections 158 and 159 of the UK
Equality Act 2010, which broadened the circumstances in which organisa-
tions could take positive action. S.158 applies to employment and beyond,
where an employer (in this instance) reasonably thinks:

a “persons who share a protected characteristic4 suffer a disadvantage
connected to the characteristic”,

b “persons who share a protected characteristic have needs that are dif-
ferent from the needs of persons who do not share it”, or

c “participation in an activity by persons who share a protected char-
acteristic is disproportionately low”. (S.158(1) Equality Act 2010)

In such circumstances, employers are permitted to take special measures
where it is a proportionate means of achieving the aim of: meeting needs,
addressing underrepresentation, or enabling or encouraging persons who
share the protected characteristic to overcome or minimise disadvantage
(Equality Act 2010).

S.159 applies to recruitment and promotion and permits organisations to
utilise preferential treatment in the form of ‘tie-break’ provisions. A candi-
date from a protected group can be favoured over another candidate where
the candidates are as qualified as each other, and the employer “reasonably
thinks” the protected group is at a disadvantage, has a particular need, or is
underrepresented. This can only be exercised where the aim of the measure
is to encourage or enable protected groups to overcome disadvantage, it is a
proportionate means of achieving the aim, and there is not a policy of
automatically treating protected groups more favourably (S.159(4) Equality
Act 2010).

Sections 158 and 159 are mutually exclusive; where one applies, the other
will not. To firstly consider the EFL’s Voluntary Code in light of S.159,
Corapi (2012, 381) argues an interview rule is most likely covered under this,
because a guaranteed interview is “exactly what section 159 is intended to
permit”. He states that because S.159 permits organisations to factor in race
when determining which candidates to recruit, a rule that requires clubs to
interview at least one suitably qualified BAME candidate (where one applies)
would be permitted under S.159, providing that if the club feels no such
candidate has applied, the rule does not apply. However, it may be that the
EFL’s measures are not easily accommodated under S.159. As stated, S.159
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relates to recruitment or promotion. S.159(5) outlines that, for this purpose,
recruitment “means a process for deciding whether to… offer employment
to a person…”. It is not fully clear (and has not yet been tested in law)
whether this only applies to the final decision regarding whom to appoint or
promote, or whether it would cover the full recruitment process, including
interview. As such, it may be that the EFL’s measures are more aligned to
the special measures anticipated under the more general S.158, which
enables employers to take proportionate action where there is a need,
underrepresentation or disadvantage.

Regardless of whether the EFL’s measures are more closely aligned to
S.158 or S.159, the key issue is that, to fall within the scope of the Act
and therefore be lawful, the measures must be ‘proportionate’. The posi-
tive action provisions of the Equality Act 2010 were introduced to bring
positive action law in the UK in line with European Union (EU) law;
therefore, we must look to EU law to determine what can be considered
‘proportionate’. Connolly (2011) argues that for positive action to fall
within the ambit permitted by EU law, there must be under-
representation; the protected candidate must be equally qualified, and
there must be a ‘savings clause’, requiring an objective assessment of all
criteria specific to the individual candidates. Whilst it is clear that there is
an underrepresentation of BAME managers and coaches, further research
is needed to consider whether the EFL’s measures would be propor-
tionate considering the ‘savings clause’ requirement and the apparent lack
of monitoring and review.

The EFL’s Voluntary Code as reflexive regulation?

Positive action under the Equality Act 2010 is permissive rather than man-
datory, so it is interesting to consider the extent that the law may have
played a role in encouraging the EFL to act, given legislation did not require
them to do so. The EFL’s engagement with positive action could be con-
sidered a result of a ‘new’ legislative approach working effectively. ‘Reflexive
regulation’ can be thought of as “enforced self-regulation” (McCrudden, 2007:
265. This focuses on the idea that, instead of introducing mandatory laws, it
is more successful to introduce permissive legislation, whereby social sys-
tems can act but are not forced to do so. This recognises “the inner logic of

individual social systems” (McCrudden, 2007: 265) and allows them to develop
solutions as they see fit. McCrudden (2007) argues this legislative approach is
evident within the positive action sections of the Equality Act 2010. As such,
the EFL’s introduction of a positive action measure may mean the permis-
sive positive action provisions of the Act have had some success in
encouraging action. Reflexive regulation theory can thus be used to consider
whether the law may have triggered the EFL’s action, and whether this might
impact on its ultimate success.
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Considering previous legislative approaches, Fredman (2012; 265) argues
“despite increasingly sophisticated antidiscrimination laws, discrimination and

inequality have proved remarkably resilient”, therefore questions should be
asked around the law’s ability to achieve social change. She argues inequality
is embedded within society so previous legislation, centred around a retro-
spective complaints-based approach, providing individuals with the ability to
act if they have suffered discrimination, is limited in its ability to address
“structural inequalities” (Fredman, 2012: 266). This is supported by Hepple
(2011: 316), who argues under the complaints-based approach, individual
cases can have a positive effect, but this is “generally short lived, and can lead

to defensive and negative attitudes to change”.
The limitations of the previous complaints-based legislative approach can

be seen within football. Whilst there exist anti-discrimination laws that apply
to football – as with any other area of society – which provide a complaints
process if a BAME coach is discriminated against, BAME managers and
coaches are still underrepresented. When considering the barriers identified
above – particularly reliance on networks-based methods of recruitment and
conscious and unconscious racial bias and stereotypes (SPTT, 2015) – it is
clear to see how a complaints-based approach, reacting to instances of dis-
crimination, would not work to combat more covert causes of inequality. In
fact, using legislation to bring a claim in this regard may perpetuate inequal-
ities, due to the “defensive and negative attitudes to change” (Hepple, 2011: 316)
that often result from discrimination claims. The idea that challenging
discrimination may lead to negative or defensive attitudes is seen within
football, where those that challenge discrimination may be branded ‘trouble-
makers’ (Kilvington 2016). Scott (2015: 1909) argues in European football,
when BAME players complain about racialised behaviour, this has often
been “held against them… ‘as a character issue’”, which is then hard to shake,
thus BAME players often remain silent about racism due to their “need to

survive within white dominated institutions”. Given the networks-based methods
of recruitment outlined above, being seen as a ‘trouble-maker’ will further
increase difficulties for aspiring BAME coaches.

Because of the limited long-term impact of complaints-based approaches,
Fredman (2012: 265) argues the way forward is to “fashion new legal tools”.
Teubner’s solution is to utilise a reflexive regulation approach “which does

not seek to impose substantive rules on sub-systems but instead works with the inter-

nal dynamics of those systems” (Hepple, 2011: 320). The core concept of
reflexive regulation is “enforced self-regulation” (McCrudden, 2007: 265).
Instead of solutions being imposed on a subsystem, it is “required to come up

with its own set of solutions” (Fredman, 2012: 419), with law acting as “a sti-

mulus to self-regulation” (McLaughlin, 2014: 5). It is argued here that enabling
subsystems to devise their own solutions is particularly beneficial to profes-
sional football, given sport has such a level of ‘specificity’, a term used to
refer to “the inherent characteristics of sport which set it apart from other economic
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and social activities” (European Commission, 2016). Sporting rules are dis-
tinct to societal norms and, particularly, general principles of equality law
(Beloff, 2012: 97) This means laws based on a ‘command and control’
approach, where solutions aimed at society generally are imposed on sub-
systems, are unlikely to be successful in addressing inequalities that exist
within sport. This may explain why the EFL used the positive action provi-
sions of the Equality Act 2010, which enabled them to devise their own
solutions and implement them in a way most suited to them.

Commentators have identified conditions required for measures devised
through reflexive regulation to be successful. Considering the EFL’s mea-
sures in light of these, we can consider the extent to which the law played a
part in encouraging the EFL to act. Hepple (2011: 321) states reflexive reg-
ulation involves three interlocking mechanisms:

internal scrutiny by the organisation itself… The involvement of interest

groups… who must be informed, consulted and engaged in the process of

change … [and] an enforcement agency… which should provide the back-up

role of assistance, building capabilities and ultimately sanctions.

Considering Hepple’s first mechanism regarding internal scrutiny, prior
to the introduction of the Voluntary Code, the EFL undertook some
form of consultation, stating the measures were finalised by “a working
party of clubs” (EFL, 2016). Internal scrutiny within each subsystem is an
essential characteristic of reflexive regulation, building on the “problem-

solving expertise of those who are in the best position to bring about change”

(Fredman, 2012: 272). Given a working party of clubs appear to have
devised the measures based on their own assessment of the problem, and
their appreciation of the specificity of football, reflexive regulation theory
suggests clubs will feel greater ownership over the solutions, which are
therefore more likely to be followed.

Hepple’s (2011) second mechanism concerns the involvement of different
stakeholders, and the EFL do appear to have consulted stakeholders. When
announcing the measures, the EFL stated several organisations provided
them with advice, including the NFL, The FA, Premier League, LMA, PFA
and Kick It Out (EFL 2016). However, there is little information on the way
this was conducted, and little detail on the extent BAME managers and
coaches were consulted. Fredman (2012: 272) argues “deliberative democ-

racy” – involving the underrepresented group itself – is a key reason why
reflexive regulation can be successful in addressing structural inequality. She
argues that “groups subject to discrimination inevitably have unequal bargaining

power and are unlikely to achieve gains” through previous approaches; there-
fore, the reflexive approach, which “does not aim to resolve the issue according

to the balance of political… power” but through deliberation, will result in
fairer outcomes. Considering Fredman’s arguments, the failure to consult
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with BAME managers and coaches may mean the EFL’s Code is far less
likely to be successful in addressing structural inequalities BAME managers
and coaches face. Even if BAME managers and coaches were consulted, the
lack of transparency surrounding this process is a key limitation of the
EFL’s measures as a form of positive action.

The key principle of reflexive regulation is that subsystems are encouraged
to act voluntarily. However, Braithwaite (2008) argues an important feature of
successful reflexive regulation is ultimately it is supported by a gradual esca-
lation of sanctions until compliance is reached. This supports Hepple’s third
mechanism, involving “an enforcement agency… which should provide the back-up

role of assistance, building capabilities and ultimately sanctions” (Hepple, 2011:
321). The EFL’s Code does not appear to align with reflexive regulation in this
respect. There does not appear to be any external agency tasked with mon-
itoring or evaluating the implementation and success of the measures, and the
EFL do not appear to be imposing sanctions for non-compliance. The lack of
sanctions has been one of the key criticisms of the EFL’s Code, with several
commentators stating sanctions are needed for there to be any real impact:
Duru argues “for the Rooney Rule concept to be effective in English football,
it must have teeth” (Kick It Out, 2017) and Lord Ouseley argued the Code
needs to be “backed up by sanctions for non-compliance” due to the limited
adherence during the pilot (Slater, 2017). Considering the EFL’s measures in
light of reflexive regulation theory demonstrates why the lack of sanctions is a
concern for commentators. As both Braithwaite and Hepple argue, whilst
reflexive regulation involves organisations devising their own solutions which,
it is hoped, will mean they are more likely to be successful, it is important to
have a gradual escalation of sanctions to ensure compliance. As the EFL did
not support the Code with sanctions, the extent to which the law played a
part in encouraging the EFL to act can be questioned. Further, as outlined, the
Rooney Rule imposes strict sanctions for non-compliance, thus the lack of
sanctions for the EFL’s Voluntary Code can be said to make it a much
watered-down version of the Rooney Rule.

Conclusion

The EFL’s Voluntary Code could be considered an example of the legislative
approach of reflexive regulation working effectively, given that the EFL
introduced a positive action measure when they were not required to do so
by law. However, a consideration of the EFL’s Code shows that key features
of measures introduced in response to reflexive regulation are missing, par-
ticularly concerning the lack of information regarding consultation with
BAME stakeholders, in addition to the apparent lack of monitoring and
enforcement. The positive action provisions of the Equality Act 2010 apply
to all industries, yet “there are relatively few employers who are prepared to

embrace positive action initiatives” (Davies & Robison, 2016: 11) This suggests
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something other than legislation acted as a trigger for the development of the
measures. Given that the EFL’s Voluntary Code was introduced following
high-profile campaigning for the introduction of the Rooney Rule into Eng-
lish football, and the surface-level similarities between the Code and the
Rule, it may have been the apparent success of the Rooney Rule – coupled
with the pressure the EFL faced at the time – that caused them to act. Whilst
this sporting precedent is likely to have played a greater role than legislative
theory in encouraging action, arguably the Voluntary Code is a watered-
down version of the Rooney Rule, as it does not apply on every occasion
and is not supported by sanctions.

Further, it is argued here that whilst the key features of reflexive regulation
(consultation, monitoring and escalation to reach compliance) may be present
in the Rooney Rule, they are lacking from the EFL’s Code. As above, the
Rooney Rule must be followed on every occasion and failure to do so results in
severe penalties. Perhaps it is for this reason that there has only been one
breach. In contrast, the EFL’s Voluntary Code was not followed five out of
eight times in the pilot alone, with no repercussions for non-compliance (Slater,
2017). Arguably, as the EFL’s Voluntary Code does not have all the character-
istics of successful reflexive regulation, it is less likely to be successful.

It is acknowledged that the EFL’s Code is voluntary, and reflexive regulation
involves subsystems devising their own solutions, thus we should be cautious
in arguing there are ‘must have’ characteristics. It may be that the EFL believe
this version is likely to be most successful. However, for the Code to be more
successful, the EFL should look to follow the characteristics of successful
measures devised in response to reflexive regulation (consultation, monitoring
and escalation to reach compliance) that are also present in the Rooney Rule in
the NFL. Future research will consider the proportionality of the Voluntary
Code in its current form in greater detail, as well as the impact that introducing
sanctions, as with the Rooney Rule, may have on the legal status of a positive
action measure in UK law, as affirmative action law in the USA is more per-
missive. It will consider whether this would take the measure outside of the
scope permitted by Sections 158 and 159 of the Equality Act 2010, and the
likely impact of sanctions on the success of the Code. However, it is argued
here that, at a minimum, open and transparent consultation and monitoring
processes should be introduced for the EFL’s Voluntary Code. As well as
increasing the likelihood of success of the Voluntary Code, this will also help to
demonstrate proportionality under the positive action legal framework.

Notes

1 The EFL consists of the three professional leagues below the Premier League in the
English football pyramid known as The Championship, League 1 and League 2.

2 The Football League was re-named the ‘English Football League’ (EFL) in
November 2015 (EFL 2015).
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3 Senior coaching positions include first-team manager, first-team assistant manager,
first-team coach, development squad head coach, youth squad head coach, acad-
emy director (SPTT, 2015).

4 Protected characteristics are “the grounds upon which discrimination is unlawful”
(Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2016). The Equality Act 2010 lists nine
protected characteristics, these are: age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage
and civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or belief, sex, and
sexual orientation (Equality Act 2010).
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Chapter 13

Game changer or empty promise?

The EFL mandatory code of coach
recruitment in men’s professional football
youth academies in England

Dominic Conricode and Steven Bradbury

Introduction: ‘race’, ethnicity and football coaching in England

Over the last 50 years, the higher echelons of men’s professional football
in England (and in other countries in Western Europe) have become
characterised by the increasing racial, ethnic and cultural diversity of its
playing workforce. However, during this period, there has been a mini-
mal throughput of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME)1 players
into senior coaching positions at elite club level (Bradbury et al., 2011,
2014; Cashmore & Clelland, 2011; Kilvington, 2017). For example, since
1992 just 32 BAME coaches have held ‘head coach’ positions at all 92
professional clubs competing annually in each of the four elite divisions
of English football (LMA, 2017). Further, between 2014 and 2017 the
levels of BAME representation in senior coaching positions at profes-
sional clubs have remained stagnant at around 4% at first team and youth
academy level (SPTT, 2017). More promisingly, recent research under-
taken by the authors has indicated that 17% of all professional club
youth academy coaches are from BAME backgrounds, although around
three-quarters (73%) of these coaches hold lower status part-time posi-
tions with limited occupational permanence or structured opportunities
for career advancement (Bradbury & Conricode, 2020). Overall, the
representation of BAME coaches in English professional football com-
pares unfavourably with that of BAME youth academy players (40%),
BAME professional players (30%), and the BAME population of England
more broadly (15%) (SPTT, 2017).

Recent research has drawn on the informed experiential testimonies of
elite level BAME coaches to examine the factors underpinning their under-
representation in professional football in England and in other countries in
Western Europe (Bradbury et al., 2014, 2018; Bradbury 2018). Broadly
speaking, this research has identified three inter-connected barriers which
have impacted negatively in constraining the extent and scope of BAME
progression across the ‘transition pipeline’ from playing to coach education



and coach employment in the professional game. Firstly, limited opportu-
nities for organisational resource support to access high level coach educa-
tion courses and negative experiences of racisms at courses of this kind.
Secondly, the over-reliance on networks- (rather than qualifications-) based
methods of coach recruitment at professional clubs premised on personal
recommendation, patronage and sponsored mobility. And, thirdly, the exis-
tence of unconscious racial bias and stereotyping in the coaching workplace
and the consequent problematisation of BAME coaches as lacking the rele-
vant attitudinal and intellectual skills to become successful coaches. Taken
together, this is argued to have positioned BAME coaches at a competitive
disadvantage in the coach education and employment marketplace in
comparison to White coaches drawn from within the dominant social and
cultural insider networks of the professional football industry, and to con-
stitute a form of institutional discrimination which has limited the potential
for and realisation of equality of opportunities and outcomes in the coaching
tiers of the sport (see also Bradbury in Chapter 2 in this collection). As a
result, it has been argued that any targeted measures designed to address
these racialised inequities should seek to challenge, disrupt and dismantle
the normative arrangements of coach recruitment embedded within and
maintained by the routinised practices of dominant individuals and institu-
tions within professional football (Bradbury et al., 2018).

Promisingly, in recent years, a number of key stakeholders in professional
football in England have responded to growing external pressures from
national equality campaigns and media sources and have developed new
programmes and initiatives designed to address racialised inequities in foot-
ball coaching. These interventions differ markedly in their scope, focus and
intended outputs, but have tended to prioritise the provision of resource
support to empower BAME coaches to achieve high level coach education
qualifications and to enhance their visibility and employability in the coach-
ing marketplace. They include the targeted work of the Professional Foot-
ballers Association and League Managers Association to deliver professional
development masterclasses, coaching clinics and interview preparation sup-
port to BAME coaches (LMA, 2018). They also include the work of the FA
to deliver the expansive Coach Inclusion and Diversity programme, which
since its inception as a smaller scale pilot project in 2012 has gone on to
support around 100 BAME coaches per annum to achieve FA UEFA B, FA
UEFA A, and FA UEFA Advanced Youth Awards (Bradbury, 2016, 2019).
These elite level coaching qualifications are designed to equip coaches with
the relevant technical and experiential skills considered requisite for
employment within the increasingly formalised youth and adult tiered
coaching infrastructures of professional clubs in England.

Other programmes have sought to move beyond notions of ‘educative
empowerment’ to focus more specifically on addressing institutional barriers
embedded in normative processes and practices of coach recruitment.
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Programmes of this kind have been informed by the ‘Rooney Rule’ which
was first implemented as a regulated approach to coach recruitment in the
US NFL in 2002 and which has been hailed as a key mechanism through
which the representation of racial minority head coaches has increased sig-
nificantly in the sport over time (see Duru 2011 and Duru in Chapter 11 of
this collection). Whilst in 2018 the FA announced that it would adopt a
version of the ‘Rooney Rule’ in relation to the recruitment of all senior
coaches at national team level (Football Association, 2018), arguably the
most substantive efforts on this score have been undertaken by the English
Football League (EFL) which in June 2016 launched the ‘voluntary’ and
‘mandatory’ codes of coach recruitment. These codes represent a tandem set
of interventionist policy measures through which all 72 member clubs in the
second, third and fourth tiers of the English professional game have been
encouraged to adopt standardised and equitable practices of coach recruit-
ment. The voluntary code is targeted specifically at adult first team opera-
tions and was first implemented at ten pilot clubs during the 2016–17 season
and has since been extended to include all 72 member clubs (see Cowell in
Chapter 12 in this collection). In contrast, the mandatory code is targeted
specifically at professional club youth academies and was first implemented
during the 2016–17 season at all 72 member clubs. EFL club youth acade-
mies are concerned with the technical, tactical, psychological and social
development of elite level young players (9–21 years old) and each club
academy operates a broadly comparable coaching infrastructure in which
coaches are employed across a range of senior level operations, middle level
development phase lead, and lower level age-specific coaching positions.

The mandatory code stipulates that all EFL club youth academies must
run a full recruitment process for any coaching position that requires an
individual to hold as a minimum an FA UEFA B licence, and that such
positions should be advertised publicly on the EFL and club website for at
least seven days. Further, clubs must interview at least one suitably qualified
BAME candidate for any coaching position where an application has been
received but will be permitted to opt-out of this full recruitment process
when promoting a suitably qualified internal candidate regardless of ethni-
city. To this end, the mandatory code can be understood as a distinctly
positive action measure as outlined in sections 158 and 159 of the 2010 UK
Equality Act which allows for employers to implement targeted practices of
promoting and interviewing for vacancies in order to redress historical dis-
advantages and experiences of under-representation on the basis of ethnicity
and other ‘protected characteristics’ such as gender, sexual orientation and
disability (Government Equalities Office, 2010).

This chapter will provide an original empirical and theoretically grounded
contribution to the study of ‘race’, racisms and the racial equality measures
in sports coaching. More specifically, the chapter will examine the shape,
scope and effectiveness of the EFL mandatory code of coach recruitment in
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the first year of its operation in professional football club youth academies
in England. Firstly, the chapter will begin by examining the operational

implementation of the mandatory code of coach recruitment. In doing so, it
will focus on four inter-related and processual components of the code:
advertising, applications, interviews and appointments. In particular, it will
examine the extent and ways in which these components have been oper-
ationalised at club academies and the measurable impact they have had in
ensuring greater racial equitability in all aspects of the coach recruitment
process. Secondly, the chapter will proceed by examining the attitudinal

implementation of the mandatory code of coach recruitment. In doing so, it
will focus on two identifiably different ‘race-conscious’ and ‘race-neutral’

approaches to equality and diversity management exhibited by senior deci-
sion-making personnel at club academies. In particular, it will examine the
ways in which these divergent attitudinal approaches have enabled or con-
strained the operational implementation and effectiveness of the mandatory
code of coach recruitment in academy settings.

Theoretical framework

The presentation and analysis of findings featured in this chapter are
informed by and draw on key tenets of Critical Race Theory (CRT). Firstly,
in centralising ‘race’ as the key organising principle in social and public life
and in considering racisms to constitute an endemic – rather than aberra-
tional – feature of the everyday experiences of BAME populations in Wes-
tern democracies such as the UK. From this perspective, racisms and
racialised discrimination are understood to be enacted through the operation
of often unconscious everyday routinised processes and practices which
have become normalised within societal and sporting institutions to the
point of invisibility (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Solórzano et al., 2001;
Hylton, 2009). Secondly, CRT critiques dominant liberal ideologies around
objectivity and meritocracy which individualise the concept of ‘success’ as
resulting from talent, ability and hard work and consequently strip it from
the deeply racialised societal and sporting contexts in which it occurs. From
this perspective, such narratives are underpinned by an uncritical adherence
to a set of ‘colour-blind’ ideologies which fail to recognise racisms unless in
their most egregious forms and which actively seek to minimise the scope
and naturalise the consequences of racialised inequalities as resulting from
individual and cultural deficit rather than as being created and sustained by
the practices of dominant individuals and institutions (Bonilla-Silva, 2010).
For CRT scholars, these hierarchical systems of racial domination are
underpinned by the power of Whiteness as a powerful structural and
cultural practice to frame the unearned advantages of White privilege as the
norm and to defend the contemporary racial order in societal and sporting
contexts by protecting and endorsing existing institutional arrangements
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(Long & Hylton, 2002; McDonald, 2005; McIntosh, 1990). And, thirdly,
CRT argues that liberalism alone is not enough to address deeply embedded
forms of institutional racism in societal and sporting contexts and that the
operation of seemingly neutral approaches to recruitment tend to sustain
rather than redress patterns and experiences of racial inequality and dis-
advantage in these settings. From this perspective, a strongly interventionist,
redistributive and transformational approach to social justice is required at
the policy level which recognises the unequal social locations and distinctive
histories of different racial groups and the potential of radical positive action
measures to challenge institutionalised racialised inequities and ensure
equality of outcomes for BAME groups (Bradbury et al., 2018; Hylton, 2010;
Rankin-Wright et al., 2017).

Study and methods

The findings presented in this chapter are drawn from a three-year study
(2015–2018) examining the shape, scope and effectiveness of positive action
measures in addressing racialised inequities in coach recruitment in men’s
professional football in England. The study was undertaken by the authors
and funded by the Leverhulme Trust. The quantitative findings presented in
this chapter are drawn from a comprehensive online survey of academy
managers at professional club youth academies (n=23). In total, 20 club
academy managers were White, and three were from BAME backgrounds.
The survey was undertaken in June 2017 and sought to gather information as
to the levels of representation of BAME coaches at club academies and the
extent and ways in which the operational implementation of the mandatory
code of coach recruitment had become embedded in academy settings. The
qualitative findings presented in this chapter are drawn from extensive semi-
structured interviews with academy managers (n=10), BAME academy coa-
ches (n=16), and key organisational stakeholders, including national football
federation, players union, and equality campaign group representatives
(n=9). In total, ten interviewees were White (including eight academy man-
agers) and 25 were from BAME backgrounds. The interviews were under-
taken between July 2017 and May 2018 and sought to gather information as
to the existence and types of racialised barriers in coaching in academy
football and the attitudinal implementation and effectiveness of the mandatory
code of coach recruitment in addressing racialised inequities of this kind.

Central to the mixed method approach to data collection and analysis
featured within this chapter is the strong emphasis placed on prioritising the
professionally and culturally informed experiential knowledge of the
research participants. This is felt to be especially important in relation to
efforts to ‘give voice’ to and ‘make heard’ the historically subjugated testi-
monies of BAME participants whose experiences and perspectives have tra-
ditionally been excluded from – but remain subject to – dominant narratives
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on the realities and impacts of ‘race’ and racism in sport (Hylton, 2005). In
doing so, we remain cognisant of the inherent power imbalances between
ourselves as White researchers and BAME participants and recognise that
the normativity and invisibility of Whiteness embedded within the sporting
contexts under review cannot be fully separated from those which exist in
the research process, and that as a result we may at times unconsciously
draw on White hegemonic discourses around ‘race’ and racisms in our
discussion and analysis (Essed et al., 2008; Frankenberg, 2004; Sin, 2007).
However, we contend that such influence is rarely definitive in its applica-
tion or passive in its negotiation, and that our theoretically informed and
lived engagement in the process of critical (and cultural) reflexivity provides
us with a useful epistemological tool through which to better consider the
self and the self in relation to others (Fletcher, 2014). It also enables us to
extend the diversity of discourses we draw on to make sense of and con-
textualise the overlapping and contrasting narratives produced by research
participants drawn from dominant and marginalised ethnicities in this chap-
ter (see Bradbury et al., 2018 and Bradbury (Chapter 2) in this collection for
additional reflections on (White) researcher positionality and conducting
inter-racial research in sports related settings).

Findings

This section will begin by drawing on survey and interview data to present
findings which examine the operational implementation of the mandatory
code in relation to four key processual components: advertising, applications,
interviews and appointments. The section will then draw on interview data to
present findings which examine the attitudinal implementation of the man-
datory code and in doing so will identify two distinct ‘race-conscious’ and
‘race-neutral’ approaches in this respect.

(i) Operational implementation of the mandatory code

Advertisements

Overall, survey and interview findings indicated that during the 2016–17
season the mandatory code of coach recruitment had engendered a broadly
positive impact in increasing the incidence and length of publicly advertising
coaching positions at club academies. For example, the overwhelming
majority of academies reported publicly advertising all vacant coaching
positions on ‘every occasion’ (86%) or on ‘some occasions’ (14%) during
this period. Whilst almost all academies advertised these positions on their
own club website (91%), around three-fifths also utilised other online med-
iums such as the EFL website (64%) and FA Licensed Coaches Club website
(59%). Whilst these formalised approaches to advertising were often enacted
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alongside – rather than instead of – informal methods of vacancy promotion,
they were nonetheless felt by interviewees to have become a standardised
feature of the coach recruitment process during the period under review.
One White academy manager reflects on these changing practices below:

Actually, because of that [mandatory code] intervention, the jobs now go on the

EFL website, which I’d say is a massive step forward in the fact that probably

around 18 months ago, before this came in, that never happened.

(Interviewee, White academy manager)

The majority of academies also reported they had gone beyond the stipu-
lated seven-day period for publicly advertising coaching positions and had
extended the ‘reasonable time frame’ to between 8–14 days (62%), 15–21
days (24%) or 22–28 days (14%). This was felt by some interviewees to have
increased the awareness of vacancies at academies amongst all aspiring coa-
ches and to provide an extended period in which to prepare and submit
applications for positions of this kind. For some interviewees, this was con-
sidered to have had a particular resonance for BAME coaches whose mar-
ginality to dominant (White) social and cultural insider football coaching
networks meant they were more likely than their better-connected White
peers to be solely reliant on these formalised processes of vacancy promo-
tion. Findings here chime with research undertaken in US college sports
which suggest that normatively shorter time frames in which to conduct
coach recruitment tend to generate ‘unfair outcomes, as quick hiring decisions

limit and inhibit the ability of racial minorities to gain genuine opportunities to

engage in the interview process’ (Singer et al., 2010: 286). One BAME academy
coach comments below on the benefits of extending the advertisement
period within club academy settings:

Sometimes you see a job and you want to go away and think about how you’re

going to apply for that particular job and how you’re going to edit your CV

and your covering letter. And that might take some [BAME] individuals a

little longer. So, I think it’s definitely fair and important to have that time

period.

(Interviewee, BAME academy coach)

Applications

Despite the increased incidence and length of advertising referred to
above, survey and interview findings indicated that during the 2016–17
season this had not yet engendered a significant increase in applications
for coaching positions at club academies from BAME coaches. For
example, academies reported that just 9% of all applications for coaching
positions during this period were from suitably qualified BAME coaches:
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inclusive of applications for full-time (6%) and part-time positions (21%).
For some interviewees, these figures were deemed to be reflective of the
lower numbers of BAME coaches with requisite coaching qualifications
and experience to be considered for employment at academies. Findings
here are borne out to some partial extent by research which has alluded to
the existence of racialised blockages in the coach education pipeline and a
lack of a critical mass of highly qualified BAME coaches in some less
ethnically diverse locales in which many lower division EFL clubs are
based (Bradbury, 2016, 2018). This is arguably exacerbated further by the
relatively low status and salaries associated with academy coaching posi-
tions and the consequent limited potential for such positions to engender
significant geographical mobility or willingness to commute extensively on
the part of aspiring coaches. For some interviewees, this was felt to have
led to a lack of fit between BAME applicants’ qualifications and the
organisational expectations and requirements of club academies in some
less ethnically diverse locales. One White academy manager comments
further in this respect:

In terms of the key criteria for [BAME] people who would be eligible and be

realistic to do the roles, a lot of it comes down to they just haven’t got the

experience of the qualifications to meet the mandatory criteria.

(Interviewee, White academy manager)

In other cases, interviewees felt that beyond the senior organisational tiers of
the EFL and academy hierarchies there was little broader knowledge or
awareness of the emphasis or implementation of the mandatory code of
coach recruitment. This was felt to be the case amongst BAME coaches
within and outside of academy coaching infrastructures for whom opportu-
nities embodied in the code to ensure an interview for suitably qualified
BAME candidates remained ‘unknown’ and ‘out of sight’. As a result, a
number of interviewees felt that the narrow public promotion of the man-
datory code had thus far limited its potential to increase the numbers of
applications from BAME coaches in the short term, and would continue to
do so up until such a time as the code might become more widely publicised
by the EFL and other key football bodies and through a more diverse range
of traditional and community web-based mediums. One BAME academy
coach comments further in this respect:

I think it will [increase applications] but I don’t think you will see that until the

next two or three years. And the only reason I say that is because it goes back to

the whole, ‘have they got the word out, do black and ethnic minority coaches

know about this rule?’

(Interviewee, BAME academy coach)
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Interviews

Survey and interview findings indicated that during the 2016–17 season there
was a strong correlation between the number of applications made by and
interviews awarded to suitably qualified BAME coaches. More specifically,
academies reported that 97% of all BAME applicants were awarded an
interview for coaching positions in academy settings during this period.
Further, overall, academies reported that 27% of all coaches interviewed for
coaching positions during this period were from BAME backgrounds:
inclusive of interviews for full-time (19%) and part-time (35%) positions.
Findings here indicate a strong operational adherence to this specific element
of the mandatory code at most academies and an identifiable uplift in the
numbers of BAME coaches progressing to the interview stage of the coach
recruitment process. This was felt by some interviewees to have helped
neutralise elements of unconscious racial bias and related preferences for
‘homologous reproduction’ (Cunningham, 2010; Sartore & Cunningham, 2006)
inherent within the interview selection criteria at some academies and which
was reported to have impacted negatively in limiting opportunities for some
BAME coaches to access interviews in the past. One BAME academy coach
articulates these themes further:

I think something as little as a name that’s foreign can be pushed aside.

Whereas I think if they are progressing to an interview and you’re giving that

individual an opportunity to sit down and get to know the coach, and see them

coach and see how good they are, you know, trying to overcome the obstacle of

the name barrier, I think it’s a good thing.

(Interviewee, BAME academy coach)

A number of interviewees felt that the ‘interview guarantee’ embodied in the
mandatory code had also enabled opportunities for suitably qualified BAME
coaches to access an important ‘interactional space’ within which to show-
case their technical and experiential skill sets directly to key decision makers
at academies. These face-to-face opportunities to ‘sit at the table’ and ‘make
the case’ as to their vocational suitability for emergent coaching positions
were considered to be an essential factor in increasing the potential to secure
employment as coaches thereafter. Findings here chime strongly with
research examining the effectiveness of positive action measures in sports
coaching more broadly and which highlight the importance of consideration
forcing mechanisms in enhancing the professional visibility and favourability
of BAME coaches within the consciousness of key decision makers with
powers of appointment at professional sports clubs (Bradbury et al., 2014;
Duru, 2011; Singer et al., 2010). One recently interviewed and appointed
BAME academy coach offers some personal reflections on this score:
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You could argue due to this rule at [club academy], I had the opportunity to sit

down in front of the powers that be and from there I was able to make my case

to say, ‘this is why you need to hire me’. So, you could argue that if the rule

wasn’t there and they didn’t have to interview someone from a BAME back-

ground, would I be the new foundation phase lead at the [club academy]?

Probably not.

(Interviewee, BAME academy coach)

Appointments

Overall, survey and interview findings indicated that during the 2016–17
season the mandatory code of coach recruitment had engendered a strongly
positive impact in enabling an increased number of appointments of BAME
coaches at club academies. For example, academies reported that during the
12-month period under review, BAME coaches accounted for almost one-
half (49%) of all new coaching appointments: inclusive of appointments for
full-time (37%) and part-time (57%) positions. These annual snapshot figures
show a marked upturn when set against figures drawn from the same survey
which indicated that during the 2016–17 season in total BAME coaches
accounted for 17% of the overall academy coaching workforce: inclusive of
full-time (11%) and part-time (21%) positions. For some interviewees, these
short-term representational gains were underpinned by a strong operational
adherence to the mandatory code with respect to improved advertising pro-
cedures and processes of interview selection at some academies. Where
these more equitable practices of coach recruitment were observed this was
felt to have broadened the network radius of academies to incorporate a
more ethnically diverse talent pool and to have enabled increased numbers
of BAME coaches to progress through the previously blocked coach
recruitment pipeline. One BAME organisational stakeholder comments
below on these changing practices and their positive impacts:

The clubs will be seeing candidates that they might not have seen before.

They’ll maybe have seen 3 or 4 on their radar because they’re within their net-

works, and those networks won’t necessarily include people of other ethnicities.

So, because of that [mandatory code], they’ll see other talent.

(Interviewee, BAME organisational stakeholder)

However, in contrast to these more positive assertions, some interviewees
questioned the extent to which the mandatory code was being enacted in a
meaningful and transparent way at all club academies. These more critical
accounts were mainly posited by BAME coaches who felt that despite being
selected for and performing well in interview situations, they had still not
been appointed to coaching positions which had instead been awarded to
‘preferred’ White candidates with strong social and cultural connections to
senior staff at academies. The continued operation of such practices indicates
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that at some academies efforts to establish more equitable processes of coach
recruitment have remained limited and perfunctory and have been under-
taken performatively to satisfy the regulatory requirements of the mandatory
code whilst ignoring the central principles of inclusivity to which it aspires.
Findings here are broadly replicative of previous research which has drawn
attention to the gestural and symbolic rather than meaningful and impactful
implementation of racial equality policies in sports organisations in the UK
and the related tendency to focus efforts on amending organisational pro-
cesses whilst leaving the organisational cultures which underpin and oper-
ationalise them relatively untouched (Ahmed, 2006; Long et al., 2011;
Lusted, 2014; Spracklen et al., 2006). As a result, the extent and effectiveness
of the implementation of the code and its impact on increasing the repre-
sentation of BAME coaches was felt by some interviewees to be underscored
less by its core operational elements and more by the attitudinal approaches
and consequent levels of organisational buy-in amongst key decision-making
personnel at academies. In some cases, this was also felt to play a pivotal role
in shaping the wider perceptions of and levels of engagement with the code
amongst BAME coaches within and outside of the professional game. One
BAME academy coach comments further in this respect:

You’re going to get a certain few that are going take it on and embrace it, and

you’re going to have others of that mindset that it’s an even bigger waste of time

because until you make changes to the people and influence the mindsets of

people making decisions, all these types of things will have no importance.

(Interviewee, BAME Academy Coach)

This chapter now turns to an evaluation of the attitudinal approaches of
senior staff at academies, and the impact of this on the implementation and
effectiveness of the mandatory code.

(ii) Attitudinal implementation of the mandatory code of coach
recruitment

‘Race-conscious’ approaches to coach recruitment

Interview findings indicated that senior staff at a relatively small cluster of
club academies exhibited a strong level of ‘problem awareness’ as to the
existence, types and impacts of racialised barriers experienced by BAME
groups seeking employment as coaches at the academy level. This seemed to
be especially (but not exclusively) the case amongst senior staff at academies
situated in ethnically diverse locales which featured significant numbers of
young players and coaches from BAME backgrounds. Within these more
multi-cultural occupational environments, these senior staff were also
broadly supportive of wider calls for the development and implementation
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of new interventionist approaches designed to ‘open-up’ the coach recruit-
ment process and to increase the numbers of BAME coaches in academy
settings. One White academy manager summarises these perspectives below:

With coaches from a BAME background, I just think it does need a bespoke

option or bespoke solution because if we keep doing what we’re currently doing

then the numbers aren’t going to improve because we’ve been trying to do that

already.

(Interviewee, White academy manager)

Senior staff at these academies were also likely to recognise the importance
and value of cultural diversity in the coaching workplace and to view it as an
important asset through which to enhance operational effectiveness and meet
organisational goals. From this perspective, BAME coaches were con-
ceptualised both in terms of their technical and experiential abilities and as
possessing an important added value component as a positive pedagogical
and intercultural resource through which to extend and diversify the ‘cul-
tural options’ and developmental capacities of academies. This ‘race-con-

scious’ approach to workplace diversity management was also felt by some
interviewees to have enabled some academies to better ‘connect with’ and
support the social, psychological and technical development of young
BAME players especially and chimes strongly with prior research in the field
which has drawn attention to the importance of cultural role models in
youth football settings (Jowett & Frost, 2007). In this respect, within some
contextually situated academy environments there appeared to be a strong
recognition of the ‘genuine relevance of identity for professional practice, beyond

the limited scope of occupational qualifications’ (Johns et al., 2014: 109). One
White academy manager comments further on the perceived importance of
these racialised considerations to the player-coach relationship:

We do believe in role models for the boys and particularly in our club. Some of

our [young] Black players have a different relationship with some of our Black

coaches than with our other coaches, not on every single case, but I think there’s

definitely a pattern.

(Interviewee, White academy manager)

The establishment of a culturally diverse coaching workforce in which the
varied professional, social and cultural experiences and skill sets of coaching
staff were recognised and valued was also felt by some interviewees to have
enabled impactful cultural learning opportunities for some White coaches in
these academy settings. In particular, in engendering an increased (and
increasingly nuanced) level of cultural awareness and understanding of
equality and diversity. In some cases, this was felt to have led to improved
social relationships with young BAME players and to the delivery of more
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culturally reflexive coaching practice. Findings here chime strongly with
prior research in which White coaches have reflected positively on the
valuable pedagogical experiences and benefits engendered through inter-
racial coaching collaboration in youth academy settings (Bradbury, 2016).
One White academy manager reflects below on some of the processes and
impacts of these cultural learning opportunities:

It’s fantastic if we can get a real mix. Because for example a black coach from

inner-city [club location] may have had some different experiences that he can

share with us as staff, that can help us get better and better understand the kind

of black inner-city areas of [club location]. It broadens our horizons and allows

us to have more options and more capabilities.

(Interviewee, White academy manager)

Overall, interview findings indicated that it was at these academies where
cultural diversity was positively valued and where senior staff operated a
distinctly ‘race-conscious’ approach to coach and player operations, where
there was a much stronger level of organisational buy-in to the principles of
inclusivity embodied within the mandatory code. Here, the code was framed
by senior staff as a useful policy tool which has enabled a tangible processual
shift away from networks-based approaches to coach recruitment, to more
formalised, equitable, and transparent systems in which an attitudinal com-
mitment to cultural open-ness rather than cultural obstruction guided this
operational process. One White academy manager reflects positively on
these changing practices below:

We’ve had problems in the past where we haven’t gone through that process.

People have been in the job and have done the recruitment where they’d

brought in a friend, an ex-colleague, so there’s never been a transparent

recruitment process. Generally, it’s (mandatory code) helped everything just

move to transparency in what we do. Everything has to be really clear and

concise and overall transparent to everybody. There’s got to be a fairness to

what you do.

(Interviewee, White academy manager)

‘Race-neutral’ approaches to coach recruitment

In contrast to the more progressive assertions identified above, interview
findings also indicated that senior staff at the majority of other club acade-
mies were much less likely to recognise or admit to the existence of racia-
lised inequities in coach recruitment at the academy level. This seemed to be
most marked (but not exclusively so) amongst senior staff at academies situ-
ated in ethnically narrow, or, at least, more ethnically polarised, locales, with
lower numbers of BAME young players and where the make-up of coaching
staff was predominantly White. At these academies, senior staff were keen to
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position the academy coaching landscape as a distinctly post-racial and ega-
litarian space which was separate from and more inclusive than other social
fields in professional football in which overt forms of racisms were felt to be
relatively commonplace. In doing so, these senior staff conceptualised the
under-representation of BAME coaches as resulting from wider ‘imported’
societal exclusions or from the negatively assumed properties of BAME
coaches, rather than as being shaped and maintained by the normative rou-
tinised practices of dominant individuals and institutions within the academy
game (Bradbury et al., 2018; Burdsey, 2007; King, 2004). One White acad-
emy manager summarises these perspectives below:

I don’t see there being major barriers to be honest as I think with the amount of

jobs there are available now, if people are proactive and they want to get

involved then I think it’s quite easy.

(Interviewee, White academy manager)

Relatedly, senior staff at these academies were likely to downplay the posi-
tive pedagogical and intercultural value and associated beneficial organisa-
tional impacts which might be incurred through establishing a more
culturally diverse coaching workforce. These perspectives seemed strongly
underscored by a relatively rigid adherence to dominant liberal notions of
objectivity, meritocracy and race-neutrality which remain a commonplace
and normative feature of the societal and sporting landscape in late-modern
Britain and in other Western countries (Bonilla-Silva, 2010; Delgado & Ste-
fancic, 2001; Hylton, 2018). Further, in some cases, they were explicitly
aligned with the related perception that efforts to ensure racial equality were
antithetical to the ‘competitive’ process of coach recruitment and constitute
an unnecessary and unwarranted distraction to the everyday operational
concerns of academies. One White academy manager articulates further in
this respect:

So no for me it’s not about you have to have diversity, I don’t think we do, I

don’t think that’s important in my opinion, I think what is important is we have

the right people in the right places who can do the jobs.

(Interviewee, White academy manager)

From this perspective, senior staff at these academies argued that pre-
existing normative processes of coach recruitment were already inherently
fair and unbiased and offered the reward of employment to the most
talented and deserving candidates regardless of their ethnicity. In some
cases, senior staff drew on their own racially unencumbered (and racially
unacknowledged) experiences of occupational mobility in the professional
football industry as evidence of the perceived meritocratic principles and
practices embedded within it. Such narratives tended to downplay the
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privileges afforded by their own (White) racial identity and to preserve the
illusion of a neutral social order which is perceived to be experienced in
identical ways by all social groups (Bonilla-Silva, 2010; López, 2003). Fur-
ther, the assumed (if not realised) operational and cultural impartiality of
these approaches was deemed to be reflective of the (self-validated) perso-
nal integrity and professional even-handedness of senior decision-making
staff at club academies. One White academy manager offers some personal
reflections on this score below:

I would hate to think that I would need to follow BAME guidelines to recruit

someone in order to recruit the best person for the job. I’d hate to think that I

couldn’t run a fair and appropriate recruitment process without people or

without the game assuming that I’m gonna have a bias towards non-BAME

candidates.

(Interviewee, White academy manager)

Overall, interview findings indicated that it was at these academies in which
the value of cultural diversity was downplayed and where senior staff oper-
ated a distinctly ‘race-neutral’ approach to coach recruitment, where there
was a more limited level of organisational buy-in to the principles of inclu-
sivity embodied within the mandatory code. In some cases, this was under-
scored by an explicit ideological and attitudinal resistance to the code on the
part of senior staff who positioned it as an ‘unfair’ and ‘anti-competitive’
measure which favoured the ‘underserving’ and inhibited rather than
enabled the recruitment of the ‘best candidate for the job’. Further, whilst
senior staff at these academies indicated that the mandatory code of coach
recruitment had been implemented at an operational level, this had largely
been done so as an additive and optional rather than central operating prin-
ciple. As a result, its application in practice seemed gestural and performa-
tive and to have left the culturally unreflexive attitudinal approaches of
senior decision-making personnel relatively untouched. One White academy
manager summarises the minimal impact of the code in this respect:

It’s not really impacted on anything because like I said earlier, I’ll always be

looking for the most positive kind of candidates that we’ve got… it’s not really

affected us within the coaching department much.

(Interviewee, White academy manager)

Discussion

This chapter firstly sought to examine the extent and effectiveness of the
operational implementation of the mandatory code of coach recruitment and
the measurable impact it has had on increasing the levels of representation of
BAME coaches in club academies in the first year of its operation. In this
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respect, survey and interview findings indicated that there has been a gen-
erally strong operational adherence to the implementation of the code at
most academies, with particular respect to efforts to formalise and broaden
advertising procedures and to ensure that at least one suitably qualified
BAME candidate is awarded an interview. Whilst these more equitable pro-
cesses of coach recruitment have not yet engendered a marked upsurge in
applications for coaching positions amongst BAME coaches, there is strong
statistical evidence to suggest they have had a positive impact in enabling
increased opportunities to progress through the applications to appoint-
ments pipeline and have led to some significant representational gains in
increasing the employment of BAME coaches in academy settings. In doing
so, it is the contention here that the mandatory code has thus far provided a
useful policy-based platform on which to successfully begin the process of
dismantling some of the foremost institutional barriers which have hitherto
constrained the career progression of many BAME coaches (Bradbury et al.,
2014, 2018). Not least of all, in engendering a positive shift from network-
based to qualifications-based methods of coach recruitment at academies and
in enabling opportunities for BAME coaches to showcase their evidential
technical and experiential abilities and to challenge unconscious racial bias
and stereotyping in interview situations. However, as prior research exam-
ining the implementation of racial equality measures in sports in the UK has
indicated, the extent to which interventions of this kind can engender
meaningful and sustainable representational impacts for BAME groups is to
some extent underscored by the ideological value positions of key personnel
and the levels of organisational commitment to enact such policies at the
operational level (Ahmed, 2006; Long et al., 2011; Lusted, 2014; Rankin-
Wright et al., 2016; Spracklen et al., 2006). In this respect, whilst the focus
of the mandatory code in ‘opening up’ some previously closed organisa-
tional processes of coach recruitment has led to some positive numerical
outcomes for BAME coaches, it has also arguably done less to address the
ideologically narrow organisational cultures which underpin and oper-
ationalise them. As a result we concur with the cautionary words of Shaw
(2007: 426) who argues that ‘increasing the numbers of people who represent

diverse groups does nothing to ensure that equality is a central part of organisational

processes. All that it achieves is increased numbers of marginalised groups within

organisations that are culturally and structurally unchanged’.
Relatedly, the chapter secondly sought to examine the extent and ways in

which the operational implementation and effectiveness of the mandatory
code has been enabled or constrained by the attitudinal approaches of key
decision-making personnel at club academies. In this respect, interview find-
ings identified divergent perceptions amongst senior staff at academies as to
the relevance and applicability of the code and differing levels of organisa-
tional buy-in to the principles of inclusivity embodied within it and its appli-
cation in practice. Drawing on key tenets of CRT it is the contention here that
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these contrasting perceptions and approaches have been underscored by a
broadly (but, not exclusively) oppositional ideological adherence to ‘race-con-

scious’ or ‘race-neutral’ philosophies and associated preferences for managing
equality and diversity in societal and sporting contexts, including in coach
recruitment. For example, amongst a smaller cluster of ‘race-conscious’ senior
staff there appeared to be a stronger acknowledgement of the salience of ‘race’
as an important operating principle in the lives of BAME groups (Delgado &
Stefancic, 2001; Hylton, 2009) and a recognition of the existence and impacts
of at least some of the more identifiable racialised inequities embedded within
the coach recruitment process. This was notably the case amongst senior staff
at club academies situated in more urban locales with larger numbers of
BAME coaches and young players and for whom the everyday lived and
occupational experience of multiculturalism was the norm. This cohort of
‘racial progressives’ (Bonilla-Silva, 2010: 143) were more likely to recognise the
value of cultural diversity in the youth coaching workplace and to view it
pragmatically as a positive resource through which to aid the social, psycho-
logical and technical development of young players (Bradbury, 2016; Jowett &
Frost, 2007). However, whilst such dual conceptualisations of the technical
abilities and cultural relatability of BAME coaches were considered by these
senior staff (and by some BAME coaches) as a plus factor in accessing and
delivering coaching in multi-cultural academy settings, they also constituted a
process of racialisation which positioned BAME coaches as ‘differently abled’
to and ‘other than’ some White coaches whose own racial identities remained
invisible, unacknowledged and unremarked (Frankenburg, 1999; Hylton,
2009). In this respect, it is argued here that whilst such well-meaning ‘race-

conscious’ approaches might have located some BAME coaches favourably in
terms of accessing coaching positions which include a strong developmental
and mentoring focus, they might also have had unintentional consequences in
limiting opportunities for BAME coaches to access more performance-based
coaching roles with older elite level youth players. Such racialised patterns of
recruitment and role allocation in which racial minority coaches have been
recruited ‘principally for their ability to relate to and help recruit racial minority ath-

letes’ (Cunningham, 2010: 172) are relatively commonplace in US sporting
contexts and have contributed to patterns of occupational segregation in the
coaching workforce (Braddock et al., 2012; Cunningham, 2010; Day, 2015;
Singer et al., 2010). Nonetheless, amongst these more ‘race-conscious’ senior staff
there was more broadly at least some recognition that ‘inequity, inopportunity and
oppression are historical artefacts that will not be easily remedied by ignoring “race” in

contemporary society’ (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004: 29). As a result, these senior staff
were explicitly supportive of the interventionist intentions and redistributive
outcomes of the mandatory code and exhibited a strongly conjunctive opera-
tional and attitudinal adherence to its implementation.

In contrast, amongst senior staff operating ‘race-neutral’ philosophies and
approaches there was a strong tendency to downplay the salience of ‘race’ and
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to deny the existence and impacts of racialised inequities in the coach recruit-
ment process. Such perceptions are relatively commonplace within the senior
organisational tiers of elite level sports more broadly and tend to overlook
the extent to which sporting contexts are reflective of and reflect back on the
deeply racialised power relations embedded in the societies in which they take
place and the subsequent myriad manifestation of racisms and racialised dis-
advantage in such settings (Carrington, 2010; Hylton, 2009). These senior staff
were also likely to draw heavily on dominant liberal discourses of objectivity,
meritocracy and race-neutrality and to conceptualise the existing coach recruit-
ment landscape at academies as inherently fair and devoid of racial bias. These
discourses drew on a series of ‘colour-blind’ ideologies to present a highly
individualised and largely deracialised account of upward occupational mobi-
lity in football coaching as resulting from talent, ability and hard work and to
consequently strip the realities of success or failure from the deeply racialised
contexts in which they occur (Bonilla-Silva, 2010). From a CRT perspective,
such narratives also tend to normalise evidenced patterns of racialised inequal-
ities as resulting from individual and cultural deficit rather than from the
everyday routinised practices of dominant individuals and institutions, and as
such provide a culturally unreflexive rationale through which to ‘justifiably dis-

miss racial phenomena by reasoning which suggests natural occurrences’ (Bimper,
2015: 225). These perceptions are relatively commonplace in sports more
broadly and are indicative of the tendency of powerful White groups to uni-
versalise their own racially unencumbered experiences of upward occupational
mobility and the related unearned benefits afforded by White privilege as the
cultural norm (Carrington, 2010; Hylton, 2009). In this respect, the findings
presented in this chapter allude to the power of Whiteness as an embedded
structural and cultural practice to unproblematically frame the equality and
diversity landscape of academy coaching in distinctly non-discriminatory terms.
Whilst, simultaneously, sustaining the invisible knapsack of White privilege
(McIntosh, 1990) in such ways as to ensure that members of dominant racial
groups remain ‘beneficiaries of a host of seemingly neutral arrangements and institu-

tional operations, all of which seem to them to have no racial basis’ (Hartigan, 1997:
496). In such circumstances, it is perhaps unsurprising that senior staff sub-
scribing to notions of ‘race-neutrality’ and ‘colour-blindness’ were also likely to
display a marked attitudinal resistance to the reformatory goals of the manda-
tory code and to exhibit a largely gestural and symbolic rather than meaningful
and substantive operational adherence to its implementation.

Conclusions and recommendations

In conclusion, it is argued here that the principles of the mandatory code of
coach recruitment square firmly with the claims of Critical Race Theory that
liberalism alone is not enough to address deeply embedded forms of institu-
tional racism and that colour-blind ideologies and the application of neutral-
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criteria approaches in recruitment tend to sustain rather than redress patterns
of racialised disadvantage. In this respect, the code can be understood as a dis-
tinctly interventionist and politically progressive positive action measure which
aims to ensure that a full consideration of equality of opportunities and equality
of outcomes becomes a central and prioritised feature of recruitment practices
at club academies. However, for the initial operational adherence to and effec-
tiveness of the mandatory code to be advanced and expanded over time, more
holistic efforts are needed on the part of the EFL to encourage a shift in atti-
tudes and a stronger level of organisational ‘buy-in’ at club academies to the
central values of racial inclusivity on which the code is premised. This should
include the delivery of relevant cultural awareness training for senior staff at
club academies with a strong focus on contextualising the relevance and
applicability of the code to academy settings, increasing understanding of the
social and economic value and beneficial impacts of cultural diversity in the
coaching workplace, and encouraging and enabling greater individual and
organisational reflexivity in relation to processes and practices of unconscious
bias. This pedagogical work should be supported by the production of a uni-
form guidance document and checklist of good practice in relation to each of
the four inter-related and processual components of the code: advertising,

applications, interviews and appointments. This guidance could be extended fur-
ther to ensure that the demographic make-up of selection and interview panels
are more culturally diverse and that appropriate feedback is provided to
unsuccessful candidates to help them reflect on the interview process and better
prepare for future applications. Taken together, it is argued here that the
adoption of these procedurally adaptive and culturally reflexive measures will
help club academies to develop and embed a more inclusive and equitable
operational approach to coach recruitment than has been the case in the past
and ensure that initial statistical advances in the representation of BAME coa-
ches has continued longevity over time. Finally, successful efforts on this score
are likely to have significant transferability as a ‘game changer’ model of best
equality practice with direct relevance for other football and sporting contexts
in the UK and beyond and for the benefit of BAME coaches, professional clubs
and national governing bodies of sports more broadly.

Note

1 Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic and the acronym BAME is presently the most
recognisable term of self-identification used in British social and political discourse to
refer to generationally settled and newly established in-migrant Non-White commu-
nities in the UK (previously commonly referred to as ethnic minorities or minority
ethnic). Whilst categorisations of this kind are conceptually limited and subject to
contestation, the use of the term BAME in this chapter is done so in the context of
recognising the myriad racial, ethnic, cultural and religious diversity within BAME
groupings in the UK and the simultaneous existence of shared experiences of racial
inequality and disadvantage across a range of national societal and sporting settings.

Game changer or empty promise? 229



References

Ahmed, S. (2006) The non-performativity of antiracism. Meridians, 7(1), 104–126.
Bimper, A. (2015) Lifting the veil: Exploring colorblind racism in Black student ath-

lete experiences. Journal of Sport and Social Issues, 39(3), 225–243.
Bonilla-Silva, E. (2010) Racism without Racists: Color-blind Racism and the Persistence of

Racial Inequality in America. Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield.
Bradbury, S. (2013) Institutional racism, whiteness and the under-representation of

minorities in leadership positions in football in Europe. Soccer and Society, 14(3),
296–314.

Bradbury, S. (2016) The progression of Black and Minority Ethnic footballers into
coaching in professional football: A case study analysis of the COACH bursary
programme. In Allison, W., Abraham, A. & Cale, A. (eds) Advances in Coach

Education and Development: From Research to Practice. London and New York:
Routledge. pp. 137–148.

Bradbury, S. (2018) The under-representation and racialised experiences of minority
coaches in high level coach education in professional football in England. In
Hassan, D. & Acton, C. (eds) Sport and Contested Identities. London: Routledge. pp.
11–29.

Bradbury, S. (2019) Evaluation of the FA Coach Inclusion and Diversity Programme.
Loughborough University.

Bradbury, S. & Conricode, D. (forthcoming 2020) Addressing the under-representa-
tion of BAME coaches in professional football club youth academies: an exam-
ination of the mandatory code of coach recruitment. In Wallis, J. (ed.) Sport

Coaching in Diverse Populations: Theory and Practice. London: Routledge.
Bradbury, S., Amara, M., Garcia, B. & Bairner, A. (2011) Representation and Structural

Discrimination in Football in Europe: The Case of Minorities and Women. Loughbor-
ough University and the FARE Network.

Bradbury, S., Van Sterkenburg, J. & Mignon, P. (2014) Cracking the Glass Ceiling?

Levels of Representation of ‘Visible’ Minorities and Women in Leadership and Coaching

in Football in Europe and the Experiences of Elite Level ‘Visible’ Minority Coaches.
London: FARE/UEFA.

Bradbury, S., Van Sterkenburg, J. & Mignon, P. (2018) The under-representation and
experiences of elite level minority coaches in professional football in England, France
and the Netherlands. International Review of the Sociology of Sport, 53(3), 313–334.

Braddock, J., Smith, E. & Dawkins, M. (2012) Race and pathways to power in the
National Football League. American Behavioural Scientist, 56(5), 711–727.

Burdsey, D. (2007) British Asians and Football: Culture, Identity and Exclusion. London:
Routledge.

Carrington, B. (2010) Race, Sport and Politics: The Sporting Black Diaspora. London:
Sage.

Cashmore, E. & Clelland, J. (2011) Why aren’t there more black managers. Ethnic
and Racial Studies, 34(9), 1594–1607.

Cunningham, G. B. (2010) Understanding the under-representation of African Amer-
ican coaches: A multilevel perspective. Sport Management Review, 13(4), 395–406.

Day, J. C. (2015) Transitions to the top: Race, segregation, and promotions to
executive positions in the college football coaching profession. Work and Occupa-

tions, 42(4), 408–446.

230 D. Conricode and S. Bradbury



DeCuir, J. & Dixson, A. (2004) ‘So when it comes out, they aren’t that surprised that
it is there’: Using critical race theory as a tool of analysis of race and racism in
education. Educational Researcher, 33(5), 26–31.

Delgado, R. & Stefancic, J. (2001) Critical Race Theory: An Introduction. London: NYU
Press.

Duru, J. N. (2011) Advancing the Ball: Race, Reformation and the Quest for Equal

Coaching Opportunities in the NFL. Oxford University Press.
Essed, P. & Trienekens, S. (2008) ‘Who wants to feel white?’ Race, Dutch culture and

contested identities. Ethnic and Racial Studies, 31(1), 52–72.
Frankenburg, R. (1999) Displacing Whiteness. Durham and London: Duke University

Press.
Frankenberg, R. (2004) On unsteady ground: Crafting and engaging in the critical

study of whiteness. In Bulmer, M. and Solomos, J. (eds) Researching Race and

Racism. London: Routledge. pp. 104–118.
Fletcher, T. (2014) ‘Does he look like a Paki?’ An exploration of ‘whiteness’, posi-

tionality and reflexivity in inter-racial sports research. Qualitative Research in Sport,

Exercise and Health, 6(2), 244–260.
Football Association (2018) In Pursuit of Progress: The FA’s Equality, Diversity and

Inclusion plan 2018–21. London: The FA.
Government Equalities Office (2010) Equality Act 2010. Government Equalities Office.
Hartigan Jr, J. (1997) Establishing the fact of whiteness. American Anthropologist, 99(3),

495–505.
Hylton, K. (2005) ‘Race’, sport and leisure: Lessons from critical race theory. Leisure

Studies, 24(1), 81–98.
Hylton, K. (2009) Race and Sport: Critical Race Theory. London: Routledge.
Hylton, K. (2010) How a turn to critical race theory can contribute to our under-

standing of ‘race’, racism and anti-racism in sport. International Review for the

Sociology of Sport, 45(3), 335–354.
Hylton, K. (2018) Contesting ‘Race’ and Sport. London: Routledge.
Johns, N., MacBride-Stewart, S., Powell, M. & Green, A. (2014) When is positive

action not positive action? Exploring the conceptual meaning and implications of
the tie-break criterion in the UK Equality Act 2010. Equality, Diversity and Inclu-

sion: An International Journal, 33(1), 97–113.
Jowett, S. & Frost, T. (2007) Race/Ethnicity in the all‐male coach‐athlete relationship:

Black footballers’ narratives. International Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 5
(3), 255–269,

Kilvington, D. (2017) Two decades and little change: British Asians, football, and calls
for action. Soccer and Society, 20(4), 584–601.

King, C. (2004) ‘Race’ and cultural identity: Playing the race game inside football.
Leisure Studies, 23(1), 19–30.

League Managers Association (LMA) (2018) Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME)

Football Managers. League Managers Association.
Long, J. & Hylton, K. (2002) Shades of white: An examination of whiteness in sport.

Leisure Studies, 21(2), 87–103.
Long, J., Robinson, P. & Spracklen, K. (2011) Promoting racial equality within sports

organizations. Journal of Sport & Social Issues, 29(1), 41–59.
López, G. R. (2003) The (racially neutral) politics of education: A critical race theory

perspective. Educational Administration Quarterly, 39(1), 68–94.

Game changer or empty promise? 231



Lusted, J. (2014) Equality policies in sport: Carrots, sticks and a retreat from the
radical. Journal of Policy Research in Tourism, Leisure and Events, 6(1), 85–90.

McDonald, M. G. (2005) Mapping whiteness and sport: An introduction. Sociology of
Sport Journal, 22(3), 245–255.

McIntosh, P. (1990) White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack. Independent
School, Winter, pp. 31–36.

Rankin-Wright, A. J., Hylton, K. & Norman, L. (2016) Off-colour landscape: Fram-
ing race equality in sport coaching. Sociology of Sport Journal, 33(4), 357–368.

Rankin-Wright, A. J., Hylton, K. & Norman, L. (2017) The policy and provision land-
scape for racial and gender equality in sport coaching. In Long, J., Fletcher, T. and
Watson, B. (eds) Sport, Leisure and Social Justice. London: Routledge. pp. 194–208.

Sartore, M. L. & Cunningham, G. B. (2006) Stereotypes, race, and coaching. Journal
of African American Studies, 10(2), 69–83.

Shaw, S. (2007) Touching the intangible? An analysis of the equality standard: A fra-
mework for sport. Equal Opportunities International, 26(5), 420–434.

Sin, H. S. (2007) Ethnic matching in qualitative research: Reversing the gaze on ‘white
others’ and ‘white’ as ‘other’. Qualitative Research, 7(4): 477–499.

Singer, J., Harrison, K. & Buksten, S. (2010) A critical race analysis of the hiring
process for head coaches in NCAA college football. Journal of Intercollegiate Sport,
3, 270–296.

Solórzano, D. G. & Yosso, T. J. (2001) Critical race and LatCrit theory and method:
Counter-storytelling. International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 14(4),
471–495.

Sports People’s Think Tank (SPTT) (2017) Levels of BAME Coaches in Professional

Football in England: 3rd Annual Follow Report. Sports People’s Think Tank, FARE
Network and Loughborough University.

Spracklen, K., Hylton, K. & Long, J. (2006) Managing and monitoring equality and
diversity in UK sport: An evaluation of the sporting equals racial equality standard
and its impact on organizational change. Journal of Sport and Social Issues, 30(3),
289–305.

232 D. Conricode and S. Bradbury



Part IV

Conclusions





Chapter 14

Priorities for researching ‘race’,
ethnicity and racism in sports
coaching and recommendations
for future practice

Jim Lusted, Steven Bradbury and Jacco van
Sterkenburg

Introduction

This book is the first comprehensive collection of academic work focusing
specifically on the ways in which ‘race’, ethnicity and racism operate and are
experienced in the field of sports coaching. The chapters featured in this col-
lection reflect the research of established and emerging scholars drawn from a
range of national contexts across three continents. These scholars have utilised
quantitative and qualitative methodologies to generate original empirical data
and/or have drawn on and applied a range of distinct but overlapping theore-
tical and conceptual approaches in their analysis. These efforts have helped to
fulfil the original intention to bring together a series of insightful scholarly
contributions to this relatively marginalised field of study into one volume.
This collection is also well-timed. There is increasingly popular interest in the
topic and in recent years some high-profile policy developments and targeted
positive action interventions designed to diversify the sports coaching work-
force in some sports across the globe have emerged. In this respect, it is
hoped that this collection will encourage and empower other scholars, practi-
tioners and students to engage in and with further critical research of this kind
in order to extend the diversity of empirical focus and the breadth of theore-
tical understanding of racialised inequalities in sports coaching.

This concluding chapter begins by presenting some of the editors’ obser-
vations as to the potential priorities for future research in this important
field of enquiry. In doing so, it focuses on issues of consideration at the
macro (societal), meso (organisational) and micro (individual) level of the
analysis of racialised relations in sports coaching. The chapter also brings
together and develops further some of the key recommendations offered by
contributing authors in each of the chapters in this collection. In doing so,
the editors outline some prospective priorities for key stakeholders in
addressing racialised inequalities and establishing a more diverse and equi-
table environment in sports coaching.



Priorities for researching ‘race’, ethnicity and racism in sports
coaching

Our chapters represent an increasing breadth and complexity of the types of
research questions being asked about the influence and impacts of ideas
around ‘race’, ethnicity and racism in sports coaching contexts. The collec-
tion is themed around three key areas of investigation; (i) representation and
racialised barriers in sports coaching, (ii) racialised identities, diversity and
intersectionality in sports coaching, (iii) and formalised racial equality inter-
ventions in sports coaching. This impressive scope of subjects highlights the
growing scholarly attention that the field of ‘race’, ethnicity and racism in
sports coaching is now receiving and the variety of issues being considered
and examined. So what might be the priorities for future research of this
kind? We take a lead in this respect from Cunningham’s call in Chapter 1
for a multi-level approach to the examination of racialised inequalities in
sports coaching which incorporates scholarly analysis at the macro (societal),
meso (organisational) and micro (individual) level. As Cunningham states,
there are important insights to be gained from adopting such a multi-level
approach:

Multilevel models make explicit the societal (macro-level), organizational
and group influences (meso-level), and individual factors (micro-level)
that can shape access to and experiences in sport. When scholars and
practitioners fail to consider factors at multiple levels of analysis, they
necessarily take for granted elements that could influence the phenom-
enon of interest.

(Cunningham 2020: 5)

To elaborate, at the macro level, we are broadly referring to the structural
conditions that underpin social arrangements; the meso level refers to the
organisational and institutionalised manifestations of these structural condi-
tions, whilst at the micro level the empirical focus is on the individual, or
groups of individuals and their own lived experiences and embodiment of
such structural and institutionalised arrangements. This multi-layered way of
thinking about social analysis was also drawn on by Bradbury in this collec-
tion (Chapter 2) in his succinct overview of previous studies on ‘race’, eth-
nicity, racism and sports coaching:

At the macro level, scholars have alluded to constraints engendered by
the broader political and legislative climate and the role of powerful
internal and external stakeholders in the coach hiring process. At the
meso level, they have identified dominant monocultural processes and
cultures and the existence of conscious and unconscious bias within the
senior decision-making tiers of sports organisations. Further, at the
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micro level, they have drawn attention to the impact of structural and
institutional constraints on inhibiting opportunities for minoritised
groups to develop the requisite network capital to engender upward
social mobility as coaches.

(Bradbury 2020: 23)

We offer below some possible priorities to guide future research in this field
across all three of these proposed levels of analysis.

Macro- (societal) level analysis: the racialised social conditions of
sports coaching

The majority of previous research in this field – including that which is fea-
tured in this collection – has acknowledged the influence of the broader
social conditions in which sports coaching operates, to help make sense of
the past, current and future picture of racial diversity amongst the coaching
workforce. For example, in this collection, the work of Bradbury (Chapter
2), Heim, Corthouts & Scheerder (Chapter 3), Van Sterkenburg (Chapter 4)
and Kilvington (Chapter 5) has each drawn attention to the deeply racialised
socio-historical and contemporary national political contexts in Europe in
which the experiences of minoritised1 football coaches have been ‘played
out’. Similarly, drawing on the US context, the contributions of Cunning-
ham (Chapter 1) and Olushola-Ogunrinde & Carter-Francique (Chapter 9)
have alluded to a series of embedded structural, representational and poli-
tical barriers at the macro (societal) level and their deleterious impacts in
constraining the career progression of minoritised coaches across a range of
professional and college sports settings.

Our authors have also drawn on a range of distinct but overlapping theo-
retical and conceptual approaches to help articulate the nature and forma-
tion of these racialised structural conditions and their significance in shaping
organisational arrangements and individual behaviours. In particular, many
authors have drawn on the theoretical insights of Critical Race Theory
(CRT) to illustrate the exclusionary impact of dominant liberal ideologies of
colour-blindness, race neutrality and meritocracy – the latter being particu-
larly influential in sporting cultures. Indeed, these authors owe a debt of
gratitude to pioneer advocates of CRT and its application to sport – notably
through the work of Hylton (2005, 2009, 2010) – to the extent that CRT has
now arguably become the dominant theoretical lens to examine issues of
‘race’, ethnicity and racism in sport (and sports coaching).

However, at the same time, we also see room to examine more closely
the specific nature and influence of the racialised structural conditions
proposed by the CRT approach. Amongst others, Cole (2017) and Cabrera
(2018) have pointed to some of the limitations of CRT explanations that we
might reasonably seek to problematise in future studies in sports coaching
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and encourage a more eclectic mix of macro-level explanations. The former
claims that CRT approaches can underplay the influence of capitalism and
social class in shaping the racialised conditions of our times, favouring
instead neo-Marxist ideas and concepts (Cole, 2017). Cabrera on the other
hand argues that the broad CRT framework contains some theoretical
‘holes’ that require a more explicit racial theory to be articulated, making
the case for a critical theory of racism centred on hegemonic whiteness
(Cabrera, 2018).

A more dynamic approach to macro-level analysis might also help provide
new insights into the relative rigidity or permeability of the societal struc-
tures that underpin racism and racialised exclusion in sports coaching. This
may also open up the extent to which there exists commonalities and differ-
ences across national contexts with broadly comparative or markedly differ-
ent racial histories. Further, a more detailed focus on this score might also
elicit useful scholarly insights as to the extent to which such conditions have
been altered and what factors have contributed to such change. We may
then be in a stronger position to assess the impact these changes have had in
enabling a space for progressive movements and interventions such as the
adoption of the ‘Rooney Rule’ to emerge. Looking forward, what might
these structural conditions need to consist of and how can they reasonably
be modified at the macro societal level to open up a space within which to
better facilitate more inclusive coaching environments and a more equitable
coaching workforce? Similarly, to what extent are these structural conditions
changeable by local interventions within sport? As we discuss later, one of the
key recommendations that emerge from our chapters is the need for future
interventions to address these structural arrangements. The challenge for
future research is to further our understanding of how such conditions
emerge and are sustained so we can propose suitable ways of re-shaping them.

Whilst there is a need to further our understanding of the specific condi-
tions that shape our sports, we must also remind ourselves that we cannot
separate the sporting experience from its wider societal context. Indeed,
there is much more we can do to make analytical connections between the
structures of sport and wider macro social, political, economic and cultural
processes. In current times we are witnessing extremely rapid changes that
are significantly challenging our previous assumptions about the world.
Fukuyama’s claim of the ‘end of history’ (2006) – an enduring victory for
liberal democracy – seems significantly wide of the mark following recent
global political events. The US election victory of Donald Trump in 2016,
the referendum vote in the UK to leave the European Union in the same
year, and electoral gains for right-wing political groups across many parts of
the world such as Hungary, the Netherlands, Brazil and India have changed
the geo-political landscape considerably in recent years. For a longer period
of time, the hegemonic control of neoliberal free-market capitalist ideology
across large parts of the world has also significantly shaped the structural
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conditions within which sports operate. The term ‘racial neoliberalism’ has
been used by a range of authors (for example Goldberg, 2009; Kapoor, 2013;
Burdsey, 2014) to explore how this broader neoliberal project is also one of
‘hidden’ racialisation; one that claims on the one hand that ideas of ‘race’ are
meaningless, whilst on the other hand relying upon more subtle, nuanced
forms of racialised exclusion to maintain White privilege.

The emerging technological revolution and the rise of the information age
(Castells 1997) and increasing dominance of social media are shifting these
conditions further. It is clearly evident that these macro-level changes have
influenced sport more broadly; the #blacklivesmatter movement in the US,
overtly supported by now-ostracised Black NFL quarterback Colin Kae-
pernick (Boykoff & Carrington, 2019), the rising racist abuse on social media
of Black professional footballers in England (Farrington et al., 2015), and the
increasing confidence of the far-right (re)emerging among sport fan groups
across countries including Russia (Glathe, 2016) and Italy (Testa & Arm-
strong, 2010). These incidents remind us of the influence that macro socio-
political changes can have on the nature of racism and racialised exclusion in
sport, and will continue to have in debates around the racial diversity of
sports coaches in years to come.

Meso- (organisational) level analysis: the institutionalised
racialisation of sports coaching

All of the chapters featured in this collection focus their attention in one
form or another at the meso organisational level of sports coaching. For
example, the contributions of Cunningham (Chapter 1), Bradbury (Chap-
ter 2), Van Sterkenburg (Chapter 4), Kilvington (Chapter 5) and Olushola-
Ogunrinde & Carter-Francique (Chapter 9) all allude to the tendencies of
sports organisations across a range of national contexts to operate a series
of racially closed networks-based approaches to coach recruitment. These
organisational processes are argued to constitute a form of institutiona-
lised access discrimination which has restricted opportunities for minori-
tised coaches and contributed to sustaining patterns of homologous
reproduction in the sports coaching workforce. Further, the contributions
of Duru (Chapter 11), Cowell (Chapter 12) and Conricode & Bradbury
(Chapter 13) have focused directly on specific institutions such as
National Governing Bodies of sports in their discussions, and have sought
to outline and evaluate the legislative development, operational effective-
ness and measurable impacts of policy interventions designed to address
racialised inequalities in sports coaching.

Whilst the work in the aforementioned chapters has helped us to assess the
ways in which ideas around ‘race’ and processes of racialisation are institutio-
nalised within sports organisations, particularly in relation to the recruitment
and development of coaches, there is much more to be explored here. A deeper
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critical examination of organisational responses to the lack of diversity in sports
coaching is needed to help further our understanding of how such responses
have come about, the nature of such responses and the likely impact that they
may (or may not) have. What are the key drivers in the formation of these
policies and interventions aiming to diversify the coaching workforce? How
exactly have they been developed? To what extent do they reflect the wider
‘liberal’ discourse of equal opportunities or seek to challenge and disrupt the
dominant organisational structures and cultures of whiteness and White privi-
lege that have been discussed by many authors in this collection? By inter-
rogating more fully the motivations and drivers behind such initiatives we can
help create a better picture of how they are likely to be received by the wide
range of stakeholders involved including minoritised coaches themselves, as
well as increasing our understanding of the shape and scope of barriers that
might be encountered during their implementation.

This critical interrogation of organisational responses to the under-repre-
sentation and racialised experiences of minoritised coaches can also help to
make sense of the evident resistance that exists towards the need for and
implementation of equality policies in sport (Spaaij et al., 2018, 2019).
Moreover, such policies have been criticised by some scholars as adopting a
bureaucratic audit or ‘tick box’ approach to promoting equality which
focuses primarily on the formalisation of statements and providing paper
evidence of compliance over meaningful action and change (Dwight & Bis-
comb, 2018; Lusted, 2014; Shaw, 2007; Spracklen et al., 2006). We should
therefore caution our acceptance of the often celebratory rhetoric of these
types of policy initiatives, along with what can be quite ambitious claims
made about the likely impact they may have. This call for a more critically
cautious approach is borne out by the now relatively mature policy history
of equality initiatives in sport (over 30 years in some parts of the world such
as the UK, Australia and Canada) that has, in many respects, failed to sig-
nificantly alter the diversity of the sports coaching workforce (and leadership
positions more broadly) or establish more inclusive organisational struc-
tures, processes and cultures (Doherty et al., 2010).

Elsewhere, more attention is beginning to be paid to the influence of these
meso-level processes in shaping such policies and also the potential role that
organisational cultures can have in perpetuating inequalities, often as a direct
result of their ‘display’ of work around inclusion. This phenomenon has
been termed ‘non-performing inclusion’ by Ahmed (2012), whose influential
work more broadly on diversity work in organisations has begun to be taken
up by other sport scholars (Bury, 2015; Hylton, 2015; Spaaij et al., 2018,
2019; see also Conricode & Bradbury in Chapter 13 in this collection). In
her analysis of equality and diversity activities in Higher Education institu-
tions in the UK and Australia, Ahmed highlights the ways that such activ-
ities often lead to very little output in the way of institutional change.
Actions such as the writing of race equality plans, policies and charters take
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up a large part of this ‘diversity work’ but actually require very little action
on the part of organisational actors, hence the concept of ‘non-performing’.
Similarly, Bury’s (2015) review of anti-homophobia campaigns led by The
English Football Association points to the use of strongly-worded policies
and statements rarely being complemented by actions, particularly those that
require internal organisational change.

Relatedly, Ahmed (2007) has also pointed to the adoption of the term
‘diversity’ as not simply a matter of semantics but representing a more con-
sidered shift away from ideas of social equality, equity and justice. The
latter, arguably more ‘radical’, focus had characterised previous policies in
the field that were seen to have failed or had minimal impact. The concept
‘diversity’ represents more of a liberal approach whereby the goal is to
acknowledge and celebrate difference – such as racialised or ethnic differ-
ences – rather than explicitly scrutinise or challenge existing organisational
cultures or seek internal change (Lusted, 2017). Diversity is also seen to
represent the business case for equality, i.e. that claims are made about an
increasingly diverse workforce aligning with wider business goals related to
efficiency, competitiveness or corporate social responsibility (Lusted, 2013;
Noon, 2007). This organisational tension between interpretations of social
equality, and the language used to represent the preferred approach, needs
closer examination within sport settings, and within the interventions
formed by sports organisations that claim to tackle racialised inequalities in
coaching. Taken together, this body of critical work highlights the scholarly
and practical value in examining more closely the organisational responses to
the under-representation and racialised experiences of minoritised sport
coaches. This will allow us to reflect in a more critical way the underlying
reasons for their adoption, the ideas behind the approaches they are advo-
cating and enable a better understanding of their impact and the reasons
behind their successes – limited or otherwise.

Micro- (individual) level analysis: testimonies from the racialised
side-lines

Many of the chapters in this collection offer vivid accounts of the direct
experiences and effects of racism and racialised exclusions and the ways in
which ideas of ‘race’ gain credence in sports coaching settings. For example,
the contributions of Bradbury (Chapter 2), Van Sterkenburg (Chapter 4),
Kilvington (Chapter 5), McDonald & Spaaij (Chapter 6), Light & Evans
(Chapter 7), Rankin-Wright & Hylton (Chapter 8), Olushola-Ogunrinde &
Carter-Francique (Chapter 9), Knoppers & De Haan (Chapter 10) and Con-
ricode & Bradbury (Chapter 13) all draw on the first-hand or secondary
accounts of minoritised coaches and players as a means of moving beyond
majoritarian stories and master narratives (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002) to
illuminate and render visible the historically subjugated testimonies and
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experiential narratives of minoritised groups in sports coaching contexts.
We should recognise here the generous time and energy given by all of the
participants from the studies featured in this collection. This type of evi-
dence remains crucial to examining the lived experiences of processes of
racialisation.

In order to interrogate the underlying mechanisms behind the racialised
exclusions expressed by participants in this collection, many of the authors
have connected the lived experiences of minoritised coaches to the range of
concepts, theories and explanations that operate more broadly at the meso
and macro level of analysis. Further examination in that direction is neces-
sary to tie everyday practice and experience to wider racialised structures
and to better understand how wider discourses which circulate in sport and
sports coaching contribute to regulating conduct and constructing identities
and subjectivities in the field. This is important in helping to develop a more
layered understanding of the ways in which ideas around ‘race’ are played
out within the interactional spaces of sports coaching and with regard to the
manifestation, negotiation and impacts of racism and racialised micro-
aggressions on minoritised coaches in these settings (Gearity & Henderson
Metzger, 2017).

In addition, in unpacking some of the more problematic assumptions
embedded in debates around cultural diversity and organisational effective-
ness in sports coaching (and in leadership more broadly), which in laudably
seeking to promote the value and benefits of multi-culturalism might also
draw unconsciously on broader racialised narratives which essentialise the
skills and abilities of minoritised coaches and have unintended consequences
in sustaining patterns of occupational segregation in the sports coaching
workplace. It also means that a dual research focus is important in which
analysis at the individual level is combined with a scrutiny of those in posi-
tions of power and control who play a central role in creating and/or repro-
ducing a sports coaching culture where – as many chapters in the book have
shown – White people are privileged whilst minoritised people generally find
themselves in a disadvantaged position. We need to know much more about
how such systemic discriminatory practices are internalised, reproduced
and protected if we are to come up with ways of dismantling the strangle-
hold of these racialised power relationships in sports coaching contexts.
Further, as has been argued by Rankin-Wright & Hylton (Chapter 8),
Olushola-Ogunrinde & Carter-Francique (Chapter 9) and Knoppers & De
Haan (Chapter 10) in this collection, much more research is needed (and
needs to be supported) which draws on and foregrounds the silenced voices
and marginalised experiences of black women sports coaches and which seeks
to locate these intersectional oppressions within the context of institutionally
embedded power relations at the organisational and societal level.

One key concept to better grasp the interplay between the individual
micro level and wider structures is whiteness. In particular how the
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processes and discourses of whiteness strengthen and (re)produce inclusion
and exclusion at the individual level along racial and ethnic lines. As some
authors have already stated (Cabrera et al., 2017), whiteness is a complex
concept; it is context-specific and quite hard to define in precise terms. This
difficulty to pinpoint whiteness, and to identify precisely how it operates,
may actually be an important reason why it is so effective in continuing to
structure a range of societal and sporting contexts (Omi et al., 1994 in Cab-
rera et al., 2017). The core of our understanding of whiteness in this edited
collection (shared explicitly by many authors in this book) is of whiteness as
a powerful structural and cultural practice through which hierarchical sys-
tems of racial domination have become effortlessly created, sustained and
reproduced over time (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Giroux, 1997). Further,
whiteness can be understood as a powerful discourse which privileges White
people whilst simultaneously marginalising minoritised groups on a struc-
tural basis (Hylton, 2009). As has been argued by Bradbury (Chapter 2), Van
Sterkenburg (Chapter 4) and McDonald & Spaaij (Chapter 6) in this collec-
tion, the discourse of whiteness is evident within the sports coaching context
through the promulgation of powerful racialised ideologies and meanings
which have enabled the signification of human characteristics in such ways
as to problematise the assumed attributes of minoritised coaches (and play-
ers). For example, when key decision makers consider members of the
White majority ethnic group ‘by default’ as the ‘norm’ and as possessing
desirable traits for positions of coaching/management (e.g. leadership, perse-
verance, intellect), whilst associating members of minoritised groups with
athletic performance-based roles through an emphasis on physicality rather
than mentality, and emotionality rather than rationality.

For future critical research and related anti-racist action in the field of
sports coaching, there is a real challenge in intervening in this discourse.
Whiteness usually remains hidden below the surface as those who use and
benefit from it often draw on a rhetoric of colour-blindness that safely
accommodates the ideals of equality and diversity. Colour-blindness can be
seen as an ideology that frames situations of racism and racial inequality as
completely unrelated to ‘race’, ‘providing raceless explanations for all sort of

race-related affairs’ (Bonilla-Silva, 2015: 1364). In this respect, colour-blind
ideologies fail to recognise racism unless manifest in its most egregious
forms and actively seek to naturalise the consequences of racialised inequal-
ities as resulting from individual and cultural deficit rather than as being
created and sustained by the practices of dominant individuals and institu-
tions (Bonilla-Silva, 2010). In doing so, colour-blind ideologies tend to strip
the realities of success or failure from the deeply racialised contexts in which
they occur and consequently legitimate opposition to race-conscious equality
policies designed to redress historical racialised imbalances at a societal and
sporting level. This is reflected in the contributions of Van Sterkenburg
(Chapter 4) and Conricode & Bradbury (Chapter 13) in this collection when
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minoritised football coaches in the Netherlands and senior staff in English
football club academies adhered to (neo)liberal notions of meritocracy, race
neutrality and colour-blindness in justifying their explicit resistance towards
positive action measures such as the ‘Rooney Rule’ or mandatory code of
coach recruitment. Given the interplay between wider exclusionary dis-
courses on the one hand and individual experiences of minoritised coaches
on the other, future research in this field might seek to provide more
insights into and challenge the self-evident character of whiteness and
colour-blindness in the domain of sports coaching.

Priorities for addressing racialised inequalities in sports coaching

Having laid out some suggested priorities for future research in this field,
this section turns to some of the key recommendations offered by con-
tributing authors in each of the chapters in this collection. In doing so, it is
designed to offer a general account of what our authors feel needs to be
prioritised in order for future policies and interventions to be effective in
addressing racialised inequalities in sports coaching and in establishing a
more diverse coaching workforce. The various recommendations have been
collated into four key themes: (i) establishing a multi-level and holistic
approach to tackling racialised inequalities in sports coaching, (ii) developing
and implementing robust policy interventions, (iii) developing and imple-
menting education and training programmes, (iv) and enhancing networks,
social capital and opportunities for minoritised coaches.

(i) Establishing a multi-level and holistic approach to tackling
racialised inequalities in sports coaching

A number of authors in this collection have alluded to the limitations of
previous and current policies and interventions aimed at diversifying the
sports coaching workforce. In the main, the critique here has been that all
too often such initiatives have failed to consider and appreciate the different
levels at which racial discrimination operates and the multi-layered com-
plexity of the sources of racialised inequalities. For example, Cunningham
(Chapter 1) suggests that ‘single-level’ interventions such as those designed to
effectuate individual behaviour change have failed to fully appreciate the
complex and interconnected ways in which structural, organisational and
individual factors play a role in perpetuating exclusionary practices. Simi-
larly, other authors such as Heim, Corthouts & Scheerder (Chapter 3), Kil-
vington (Chapter 5) and McDonald & Spaaij (Chapter 6) have suggested that
previous interventions have had little impact in challenging the structural
arrangements of sporting cultures and organisations. Rankin-Wright &
Hylton (Chapter 8) and Conricode & Bradbury (Chapter 13) extend this
point further and argue that many interventions have been informed by
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‘liberal equal opportunities’ approaches, which focus on increasing oppor-
tunities for under-represented minoritised groups whilst simultaneously
leaving the conditions which perpetuate racialised inequalities relatively
unchanged. As a result, there is a strong consensus amongst the authors
featured in this collection that key stakeholders should broaden their focus
and efforts to adopt a more broad ranging multi-level approach to addressing
racialised inequalities in sports coaching. We provide concrete examples of
recommended areas of focus and how these efforts might be undertaken in
practice in each of the following three sections. Further, as has been argued
by Rankin-Wright & Hylton (Chapter 8), Olushola-Ogunrinde & Carter-
Francique (Chapter 9) and Knoppers & De Haan (Chapter 10) such an
approach should also recognise, centralise and seek to redress the often
overlooked intersectional forms of oppression and double burden of racia-
lised and gendered discrimination experienced by minoritised women in
sports coaching contexts.

In this respect, any meaningful efforts to address racialised inequalities in
sports coaching need to remain cognisant of the existence and expression of
multiple intersectional forms of racism and discrimination, and the norma-
tive power of whiteness (and maleness) embedded in societal and sports
coaching contexts. As has been argued by Bradbury (Chapter 2), Van Ster-
kenburg (Chapter 4) and Rankin-Wright & Hylton (Chapter 8), the tendency
for key decision makers in sports to adhere to notions of meritocracy, race
neutrality and colour-blindness has tended to sustain rather than redress
racialised inequalities in these settings. Further, Conricode & Bradbury
(Chapter 13) suggest that liberalism alone is not enough to disrupt and dis-
mantle these powerful processes and discourses, and a more strongly inter-
ventionist and transformational approach is needed to challenge and re-
configure the long-standing structures and cultures that are regularly repro-
duced by those in positions of power within sports organisations. There is a
strong consensus amongst the authors in this collection that a range of key
stakeholders in sports – including, national governments, national sports
federations, member sports organisations and clubs, equality bodies and
campaign groups and minoritised coaches – should work collaboratively to
develop and implement a more unified and holistic approach to addressing
racialised inequalities in sports coaching. Such an approach should be
appropriately resourced and engender a strong operational and attitudinal
commitment to the principles and practice of diversity and inclusion at the
structural, organisational and individual level. It should also utilise a range of
contextually considered and targeted positive action measures to ensure
equality of opportunities and experiences for minoritised coaches and to
forcefully stimulate conditions under which equality of outcomes are more
likely to be realised. We identify in more detail below three key areas of
action that, when combined, can begin to provide this more holistic
approach we have articulated above.
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(ii) Developing and implementing robust policy interventions

Almost all of the authors in this collection have been explicit in their calls
for key stakeholders and related bodies to work in consultation with min-
oritised coaches to develop and implement robust policy interventions
designed to increase the representation of minoritised coaches and address
racialised inequalities in sports coaching. In doing so, a number of authors
such as Bradbury (Chapter 2) Heim, Corthouts & Scheerder (Chapter 3),
and Van Sterkenburg (Chapter 4) have suggested that in the first instance
this should include the establishment of clear policy goals and actions which
incorporate the collection of baseline data, target setting, and the monitoring
and evaluation of progress over time against clearly defined timescales. The
allocation of roles and responsibilities for work of this kind should also
reflect the organisational capacities, expertise and legal jurisdiction of key
stakeholders and other bodies involved in this process.

As part of the aforementioned emphasis on policy development and
implementation, there was a strong consensus amongst authors that key
stakeholders and related bodies should undertake a more strongly regu-
lated and interventionist approach to coach recruitment. Central to this
discussion was the contribution of Duru (Chapter 11) which examined in
detail the legislative development, operational implementation, and repre-
sentational effectiveness of the ‘Rooney Rule’ in the US NFL. This positive
action measure was championed by a number of authors (especially those
examining racialised inequalities in football in Europe) as having significant
transferability as an important consideration forcing mechanism through
which to establish a more transparent and equitable approach to coach
recruitment across a range of national and sporting contexts. In particular,
in mandating that sports clubs must interview at least one suitably qualified
candidate from a minoritised background for vacant senior coaching posi-
tions or incur a significant financial penalty. Further, some authors also
alluded to the ways in which its operational focus, scope and effectiveness
might be extended further. For example, both Bradbury (Chapter 2) and
Cowell (Chapter 12) alluded to the importance of ensuring that measures of
this kind adhere to and utilise creatively the opportunities embedded in
national equalities legislation with regard to employment practices. Cowell
(Chapter 12) also referenced the importance of consultation with local-level
stakeholders and minoritised coaches at the design stage of such policy
interventions, in order that their aims and intentions are better understood
by those with direct responsibility for their enactment. Conricode &
Bradbury (Chapter 13) argue further that such approaches are more likely
to yield stronger operational and attitudinal buy-in to the principles and
practice of racial inclusivity and engender more meaningful and sustainable
organisational change. They continue that the provision of a uniform gui-
dance document in relation to key components of newly formulated
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processes of coach recruitment might also help key decision makers to
adhere to good equality practice in this respect. These points are extended
further by Cunningham (Chapter 1) and Olushola-Ogunrinde & Carter-
Francique (Chapter 9) who stress the importance of ensuring that the
demographic make-up of selection and interview panels is culturally
diverse and that appropriate feedback is provided to unsuccessful candi-
dates to help them reflect on the interview process and better prepare for
future applications. Further, Rankin-Wright & Hylton (Chapter 8),
Olushola-Ogunrinde & Carter-Francique (Chapter 9), and Knoppers & De
Haan (Chapter 10) suggest that positive action measures designed to diver-
sify the sports coaching workforce should also pay attention to and seek to
alleviate intersectional experiences of racialised and gendered exclusions
and incorporate actions which consider multiple and multi-dimensional
rather than binary forms of oppression. Finally, Duru (Chapter 11) draws
attention to the likely increased representational impacts of extending the
scope of the ‘Rooney Rule’ and related interventions to include a mini-
mum of two candidates from under-represented groups. Such an approach
is likely to increase opportunities for minoritised coaches from a broader
range of racial, cultural, ethnic and gendered backgrounds to gain a foot-
hold in the sports coaching industry.

A number of authors also called for regulatory and interventionist
approaches to be extended beyond the coach recruitment process and into
the field of coach education. For example, Conricode & Bradbury (Chapter
13) referenced positively the work of the English Football Association’s
Coach Inclusion and Diversity programme which provides financial and
other resource support to empower minoritised coaches to achieve coaching
qualifications and enhance their employability within the professional game.
Other authors such as Heim, Corthouts & Scheerder (Chapter 3) argue that
programmes of this kind should be rolled out in other national and sports
coaching contexts (such as professional football in Belgium) and should
include the provision of subsidised coach education and training pro-
grammes for aspiring minoritised coaches from socially and economically
disadvantaged backgrounds. Van Sterkenburg (Chapter 4) extends this point
further by suggesting that key stakeholder bodies should amend and
broaden the selection criteria for elite level coaching courses such as the
UEFA Pro-Licence in professional football in order to increase the appeal
and accessibility of courses of this kind for talented minoritised coaches.
Taken together, these and other authors in this collection suggested that the
development and implementation of positive action interventions of this
kind were necessary to unblock the early educational phase of the pipeline
of progression in sports coaching and to empower minoritised coaches with
the requisite skill sets and confidence to proceed into the professional
coaching environs of sports.
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(iii) Developing and implementing education and training
programmes

A large proportion of the authors in this collection have suggested the need
for the delivery of education programmes targeted at influential stakeholders
in sports coaching, particularly those involved in the process of coach educa-
tion and coach recruitment. For many authors, these personnel have acted as
key gatekeepers with the powers to grant or withhold access to the develop-
mental and occupational marketplace of sports coaching and have played a
pivotal role in sustaining patterns of homologous reproduction within this
realm. Further, as Conricode & Bradbury (Chapter 13) have indicated, these
personnel often display a strong adherence to notions of meritocracy, race
neutrality and colour-blind ideologies and consequently their understanding
of processes of racialisation and racialised inequalities in sports coaching
remains limited. In this respect, authors such as Bradbury (Chapter 2), Heim,
Corthouts & Scheerder (Chapter 3), and Kilvington (Chapter 5) have argued
that educational activities should pay particular attention to the ways in which
overt, culturally coded and more institutional forms of racism and dis-
crimination can work at a conscious and unconscious level to constrain the
opportunities of and engender negative experiences for minoritised coaches.
Rankin-Wright & Hylton (Chapter 8) and Olushola-Ogunrinde & Carter-
Francique (Chapter 9) extend this point further and suggest that a much
greater awareness of the interconnections between systems of oppression is
needed to enable key stakeholders to understand and address racialised and
gendered exclusions in sports coaching settings.

For authors such as McDonald & Spaaij (Chapter 6) pedagogical approa-
ches of this kind should also seek to challenge and debunk stereotypical
ideas and practices around the racialised black body and related deficit dis-
courses which unproblematically position black athletes and coaches as
lacking the requisite psychological characteristics to succeed in decision-
making roles in sports. Similarly, Light & Evans (Chapter 7) suggest that
coaches should think more strongly and reflexively as to the racialised
nature of dominant anti-dialogic coaching practices and exhibit greater cul-
tural sensitivity and understanding in their dealings with minoritised ath-
letes. Taken together, these authors suggest that coaches and sports science
professionals should engage in formalised educational activities and informal
pedagogical reflection in order to challenge the everyday racialised assump-
tions and patterns and processes of White privilege embedded within such
environs. Van Sterkenburg (Chapter 4) extends this discussion further to
suggest that more educational work is needed to challenge racial stereotyping
within the sport media given the powerful role they play in constructing and
reproducing racialised narratives and discourse and framing popular debates
around the suitability of minoritised coaches for appointments in elite level
sports settings.
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Conricode & Bradbury (Chapter 13) have argued that educational pro-
grammes targeting senior power brokers at professional sports clubs should
also be utilised as a mechanism through which to engender stronger opera-
tional and attitudinal ‘buy-in’ to emerging policy interventions designed to
increase the representation of minoritised coaches. This assertion chimes
strongly with the points made previously about the need for a holistically
considered multi-level approach to addressing racialised inequalities in
sports coaching. In this respect, such programmes should contextualise the
relevance and applicability of policy interventions to the sports coaching
settings in which they are being implemented. They should also encourage a
perceptual shift in conceptualising cultural diversity less as a problem to be
‘fixed’ or ‘dealt with’, and more as a positive individual and organisational
resource to be nurtured and developed. In doing so, the authors argue that
pedagogical work of this kind should feature a strong emphasis on increasing
understanding of the potential and realised benefits of cultural diversity as
means through which to enhance organisational effectiveness in the coaching
workplace. Taken together, the calls for the development of education and
training programmes by authors in this collection share a common theme in
engendering an analytical shift away from a singular (albeit important) focus
on ‘upskilling’ excluded participants, towards a more transformational
approach which seeks to challenge and change the institutionally closed
structures and cultures of sports organisations and the processes and dis-
courses of whiteness which underpin them.

(iv) Enhancing networks, social capital and opportunities for
minoritised coaches

Finally, a number of authors in this collection have argued that establishing,
maintaining and utilising contacts and relationships with key ‘insider’ figures
is an important source of social capital that has been shown to have sig-
nificant influence on the development, recruitment and promotion of sports
coaches. This is especially the case in relation to the elite level environs of
coach education and coach employment where the over-reliance on net-
works-based approaches to identification, selection and recruitment has tra-
ditionally favoured White coaches drawn from within the dominant social
and cultural insider networks of the sport industry. As a result, one of the
most common recommendations for practice from authors was the need to
strengthen and broaden the networks available to coaches from minoritised
backgrounds. In this respect, Kilvington (Chapter 5) has called for more
efforts to develop networks that encourage both ‘bonding’ forms of social
capital where those from similar backgrounds can strengthen ties and share
experiences, and ‘bridging’ social capital where networks are created to bring
together people and groups who might otherwise rarely connect (Putnam,
2000). Kilvington (Chapter 5) continues that more needs to be done by
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sporting authorities to facilitate and expand upon existing but poorly
resourced physical and online networks which bring together minoritised
coaches and key stakeholders. Such networks are argued to provide a useful
interactional space for minoritised coaches to learn about and access support
to meet key developmental and organisational requirements and for key
stakeholders to increase their understanding of key cultural considerations
which might impact on the pace and scope of career progression.

Olushola-Ogunrinde & Carter-Francique (Chapter 9) extend this latter
discussion further in drawing attention to the potential benefits of establish-
ing formal and informal mentoring and advocacy programmes which can
support the growth and development and raise the profile of minoritised
coaches in sports coaching contexts. Relatedly, Van Sterkenburg (Chapter 4)
has suggested that national football associations (and by proxy, sports orga-
nisations more broadly) should establish a national database of all minori-
tised coaches in receipt of elite level coaching qualifications. This ‘ready list’
of highly qualified minoritised coaches could be circulated to professional
clubs as well as being used as a mechanism through which to alert minori-
tised coaches to emergent coaching positions in their respective sports. Such
an approach would increase the awareness of and applications for coaching
opportunities in sports, and increase the visibility of minoritised coaches
within the eyeline and consciousness of power brokers within sports clubs.
Taken together, efforts of this kind are likely to yield some success in
increasing the network capital of minoritised coaches, broadening the pre-
viously closed processes of coach recruitment at sports clubs, and diversify-
ing the sports coaching workforce.

Concluding remarks

Whilst in this final chapter we have discussed quite separately three key
areas of future research priority – macro, meso and micro – and then four
sets of recommendations, they should not be seen in isolation from one
another. The point has been made several times that a holistic and multi-
level approach is called for to be able to research and then design interven-
tions that have the potential to create meaningful and long lasting change.
The example of how we might go about changing recruitment practices
illustrates this holistic and multi-level approach well. Taken together, the
chapters featured in this collection point to the need for a multi-pronged
approach that requires interventions across several layers. The historic
recruitment practices that have dominated sports organisations need dis-
mantling through structural interventions such as the ‘Rooney Rule’ and
other forms of mandatory positive action schemes that have the potential to
disrupt the reproduction of enduring forms of racialised privilege. Enforced
changes to the membership of recruitment panels may also help encourage
more equitable outcomes in the hiring of coaches. More deeply considered,
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contextually relevant and pedagogically effective education/training for those
with responsibility for coach recruitment is also needed. This should be
accompanied by activities that will develop networks to enable minoritised
coaches to access the existing structures and cultures of coaching and
become ‘legitimate’ candidates for recruitment.

The adoption of a somewhat ‘radical’ policy such as the ‘Rooney Rule’
illustrates not only how a field such as sport can be disrupted by anti-racist
politics and critical academic thought, but that sport can play a central role in
raising the anti-racist agenda across other spheres of social life. In this respect,
sport, and specifically sports coaching, offers us a crucial site from which to
embed the message of racial equality and find new ways of disrupting racialised
forms of discrimination across a range of contemporary national contexts. The
weight of empirical evidence backs up the casual observations of sports enthu-
siasts in that many minoritised athletes are not transitioning into elite coaching
positions. This gives us legitimacy to continue to document such disparities,
publicise them to both sports organisations and the mainstream media, and to
critically evaluate the strengths and limitations of initiatives designed to address
racialised inequalities in sports coaching.

Many of us probably feel that in recent times we have gone significantly
backwards in the fight for racial equality across sport and wider society.
Some of the ‘gains’ we might have reasonably claimed to have made over the
last 20 years of anti-racist politics and critical scholarly endeavour seem to
be increasingly under threat from a new hostile political environment. In this
rapidly changing social context, the popular appeal of sport has arguably
never been a more important site to challenge racialised and other forms of
discrimination and exclusion. We hope this collection inspires readers to
continue to pursue research and implement interventions that aim to diver-
sify the coaching workforce, finding creative ways to dismantle the racialised
inequalities and barriers that still inform people’s opportunities, experiences
and outcomes in sports coaching.

Note

1 As outlined in the Introduction of this collection, the term ‘minoritised’ is used in
this chapter to reflect an understanding of ‘minority status’ as a socially con-
structed process (rather than as an entity) which takes place in specific social,
economic and political contexts over time and which has resulted in ‘minoritised
groups’ having less power or representation compared to other (White) groups in
society.
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