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social change in sports coaching: the lived experiences of lesbian sport

coaches in Spain

AN O ORhWDNPE

While there are only a few studies analysing the experiences of leshian coaches in sport

worldwide, there is a lack of social scientific knowledge about the experiences of
lesbian coaches in Spain. This paper explores a novel conceptual framework that

combines stigma and agency to analyse the experiences of lesbian coaches, and the
extent to which they reproduce stigma and/or build agency to challenge the status quo

and foster social change. Drawing on sixteen semi-structured interviews with lesbian
coaches in Spain, four central themes were identified. These are (1) double

discrimination based on gender and sexual orientation, (2) feelings of fear, (3) dealing
with stigma, and (4) agentic responses and the potential for positive social change. The

research highlights a continuum of experiences of lesbian coaches that are multifaceted

and complex in nature, and often coexist between the reproduction of stigma and/or
transformation through agency. Our research provides new insights into the nature and

prevalence of discrimination regarding sexual orientation that aims to help sport
organizations develop specific strategies and programmes to foster inclusivity.

Keywords: Leshian coaches, homonegativity, heteronormativity, social change, sexual
orientation, gender
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Introduction
In sports coaching, despite progress in developing and normalising sport for
women worldwide, women coaches remain in the minority across the globe in nearly all

sports at all levels. This is due to the complex, numerous and interconnected barriers

they face (LaVoi & Dutove, 2012; Fasting et al., 2017). In this context,
heteronormativity, homonegativism and sexism have been tightly interwoven and are

problematic for all women in sport, regardless of their sexual identity (Kauer, 2005;
Kauer & Krane, 2013; Mann & Krane, 2018; Waldron, 2018). In accordance with
Hartmann-Tews’s (2022), homonegativity is favoured in this study because it describes
negative attitudes and behaviours towards LGBTQ+ individuals. Homonegativity is
used instead of the common term homophobia because, as Hartmann-Tews (2022)
explains: “sexism is the breeding ground for homonegativity, because both gay men and

women are perceived as not meeting the requirements of the masculinity demanded in
sports” (p.63).
In the Spanish context, gender inequality remains a prevalent issue among

women coaches. According to Hinojosa-Alcalde et al., (2017), women coaches in Spain
face sexism, a lack of professional development, poor employment conditions, limited
access to coaching men’s sports, and multiple barriers to achieving qualifications or
higher positions (Hinojosa-Alcalde et al., 2017). Thus, women coaches are still being
side-lined, and this is evidenced in the low number of women coaches, the limited
opportunities, and therefore fewer women coaches at the higher levels in Spanish sport
(Hinojosa-Alcalde et al., 2018; 2020). While studies of gender and sexual minorities

(GSM) in sport has increased over the last decade (Kokkonen, 2014; Krane, 2018), the

studies that exist about lesbian women in sport have largely focused on the views of

athletes or Physical Education teachers (Norman, 2013), with limited attention shown
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towards the experiences of lesbian coaches (Kavoura & Kokkonen, 2021). This study
on leshian coaches in Spain is original and valuable given the subject is under-
researched within the academic literature. This focus holds substantial potential and
needs further investigation to better understand the complexities and nuances. This
study will not only advance academic understanding but also inform practical

implications and policy developments.

The few studies on leshian coaches show that there is widespread
homonegativity in the coaching profession. Norman’s (2013) study in the UK was
instrumental in the development of her theory of “everyday gendered homophobia”, as a
way of connecting the personal and the institutional in stories of discrimination.
Coaches in Norman’s study experienced double discrimination based on their gender
and sexual orientation. Most of the coaches described that many parents of athletes
guestioned that they could be paedophiles or sexual predators towards female athletes
(Norman, 2013). In addition, most lesbian coaches reported difficulties in disclosing

and negotiating their sexual orientation to governing bodies because of the culture of

“don’t ask, don’t tell”, and their sexuality as “unspoken truth” (Norman, 2013, p.1336).
Elsewhere, lesbian coaches shielded themselves from having their lesbian identities
discovered, and from the potentially disastrous effects of homonegativism, such as a
tarnished reputation or threat to employment (Krane & Barber, 2005). They deployed
protective strategies, such as excelling professionally and compartmentalising their
personal sexual identity, which led to some coaches experiencing identity tensions and
internal conflicts relating to their inability to create social change (Krane & Barber,

2005).

Griffin developed an identity-management continuum that explored the extent to

which coaches were “out of the closet” while managing their lives as lesbians. The
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strategies ranged from “completely closeted” to “publicly out” (Griffin, 1992, p. 135).
Meanwhile, lannota and Kane’s 2002 study centred on resistance rather than
victimization. Coaches in their research identified themselves as “open but not out
lesbians”. They described a culture of limited explicit disclosure of sexual identity
despite their sexuality being well-known by others (lannota & Kane, 2002). Notably,
research that has been done in this area has focused on how lesbians manage their

identities when faced with homonegativity in sport (Griffin, 1992; lannota & Kane,
2002; Krane & Barber, 2005), and everyday gendered homophobia in sport and
coaching (Norman, 2012, 2013). The research studies are from a North American
perspective and UK. Despite the existence of few studies focusing on issues and
suggestions for improvements and/or interventions for women coaches in sport in
Spain, and an increased focus on the LGBTQ+ research in sport and Physical Education

in Spain, a current understanding of the experiences of lesbian coaches in sport is
unknown and under-researched. The aim of this study is to explore lesbian coaches’

experiences within sports coaching in Spain.

Conceptual Framework: Stigma and Agency

This study explores the experiences of leshian coaches in sports coaching using
a conceptual framework that combines stigma and agency.
Stigma and the reproduction of stigma

Ervin Goffman (1963) defined stigma as “an attribute that is deeply discrediting
and reduces the bearer from a whole and usual person to a tainted, discounted one”

(p.3). Pryor and Reeder (2011) articulated a conceptual model that comprised four
interrelated manifestations that contribute to a definition of stigma (public stigma, self-

stigma, structural stigma, and stigma by association). The first principle, public stigma,
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represents people’s social and psychological reactions to someone they perceive to have

a stigmatized condition (Pryor & Reader, 2011).

Public stigma is at the core of the other three manifestations; it cannot be
separated from the other principles. In sports coaching, women are intimidated by the
lesbian label, a “political weapon that can be used against any woman who steps out of
line” (Griffin, 1992, p.258). Krane (2001) suggested that many females in sport
“perform femininity” (p.120) to avoid prejudice and discrimination based on
stereotypical views of lesbianism. For example, Robertson et al., (2019) show that

within Australian cricket, lesbian women are more inclined to use identity management

strategies to hide their sexuality and to project femininity in order to confront gender

norms in situations within which there were no indications of inclusion.

The second principle is self-stigma, which refers to the social and psychological
impact of possessing stigma. It includes both the fear of being exposed to stigma and
the possibility of internalizing the negative beliefs and feelings linked to the stigmatized
condition (Pryor & Reader, 2011). In sports coaching, several studies have found that
women in sport have internalized sexist and homophobic values and beliefs (Griffin,

1992; LaVoi & Dutove, 2012). The third principle is stigma by association and includes

people’s social and psychological reactions to those individuals associated with a
stigmatized condition. Stigmatization not only affects those with a stigmatized

condition, but it also impacts others. In sport, women are often suspected of being
leshian simply by participating in sport regardless of their sexual orientation (Caudwell,
1999; Krane, 1997; Lenskyj, 2013). In addition, negative stereotypes associated with a
lesbian identity are a concern for many sporting women (Caudwell, 1999; Kauer &
Krane, 2006). Nevertheless, positive role models that break the stigma associated with

lesbianism are key to challenge and shift normative assumptions regarding sexuality in
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women’s sport (Robertson et al., 2019). The fourth principle is structural stigma, which
refers to ways in which societal ideologies and institutions perpetuate or aggravate a
stigmatized condition (Pryor & Reader, 2011). An example of the operation of
structural stigma is evident in the work of Cunningham and Melton (2014) who
identified several macro-level factors that influence parental support for LGBTQ+

coaches, such as cultural norms, traditions, institutionalized understandings, and values.

Stigma reproduces social inequalities and is perpetuated by hegemony and the
exercise of social, economic, and political power (Campbell & Deacon, 2006). Female
coaches often cite the homophobic atmosphere of sport as the strongest hindrance for
entering or remaining in the profession (Griffin, 1998; Kilty, 2006; Norman, 2011).
Norman’s 2013 study highlighted that ideologies underpinning sexual orientation were
also connected to other relations of power, and that the lives of lesbian coaches were

experienced of their sexual identity intersected by gendered ideologies (Norman, 2013).

Agency, transformation, and social change

Agency plays a vital role in the broader social change discourse. Agency refers
to the social-psychological process of one’s ability and desire to make choices within
the constraints of social institutions (Allen & Henderson, 2007). Agency is also related
to a group’s activity for the development of new possibilities and transformations

(Engestrom et al., 2014). In other words, individual and collective agency can uphold
social order by replicating norms and existing social relationships, or it can serve to
challenge the status quo and establish new relationships, norms, values, and beliefs.

Regarding women'’s sport, the concept of agency has been increasingly applied in the

sport sector in recent years, as women face complex, numerous and interconnected

barriers (Matthews, 2021), yet sports can also be a site where women assert themselves
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and seek inclusion, challenging gender stereotypes in varied and even contradictory
ways (Heywood & Dworkin, 2003). According to Hays (1994), there are two types of
agencies: structurally reproductive and structurally transformative. Reproductive agency
“involves actions that range from being unremarkable to having trivial consequences,
but in all cases, the underlying structures remain unchanged” (Hays, 1994, p.64).
Transformative agency “affects the pattern of social structures in more empirically
observable way” (Hays, 1994, p.64). Although these are presented as separate
classifications, Hays (1994) empathises that agency occurs on a continuum and may not

even be conscious.

The literature on women in sports provides examples of both reproductive and
transformative agency. Female athletes emphasize feminine characteristics to avoid
prejudice and discrimination in sport (Griffin, 1998; Kauer & Krane, 2006; Lenskyj,
2003), while others normalize homonegativity and sexism as part of sports (Norman,
2016). Transformative agency is shown by women who challenge stereotypes about

gender and leadership and offer diverse perspectives, insights, and advice to their

athletes (Norman et al., 2018). A recent example of transformative agency is the
Spanish women’s football team and their agentic responses to the patriarchal and sexist

attitudes and behaviours in the World Cup 2023.

While there are some studies that have analysed the concept of agency in
women’s sport from a gender perspective (Kissane & Winslow, 2016; Landreau &
Sharara, 2002), there is a lack of studies that have explored agency in sports coaching
from a sexual diversity perspective. Specifically, in this study, we use a conceptual
framework as a lens to further explain the intersection of stigma and agency in sports

coaching. In applying this perspective to the experiences of lesbian coaches, we argue
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that women coaches are not just “victims” of the structural power relations within sports

coaching, but also, they are themselves agents for social change.

Method

Ontological and epistemological considerations

Reflexivity is crucial in addressing assumptions and biases within the research process
(Sparkes & Smith, 2014; Landi, 2023). According to Landi (2023), criteria supporting
trustworthiness need to correspond with the epistemology of a study. Consistent with

our feminist perspective (Fitzgerald et al., 2021), we emphasize reflexivity to support

the trustworthiness and rigour of our data collection and analysis. This study is part of
doctoral research by the first author, a white, female, cisgender, lesbian, Spanish citizen.
Given the authors’ background, knowledge, and experiences, they adopted a
constructivist stance and acknowledge how the biases and subjectivities can shape and
influence the questions asked and the stories told (Landi, 2023). The authors have
experience in the coaching sector, from coaching at the grassroots to competitive teams
in different countries and diverse contexts. These experiences have provided us with a
diverse view and perspective on the barriers and complexities faced by lesbian coaches.

In terms of reflexivity (Landi, 2023), we are “insiders” to the context being examined as

we acknowledge that “we are always implicated in the research process and can
therefore never be free from bias” (Landi, 2023, p.36). During this research, there has
been an ongoing battle to balance our position between researchers and coaches. To
address this issue, we acknowledge our lived experiences have influenced our research
and while they provided valuable insights, we have sought to stay as close to the
participants’ voices as possible. This is because we aim to reduce the potential impacts
to the research due to our personal subjectivities (Landi, 2023). Building upon these

ontological and epistemological considerations, including feminism, reflexivity and
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insider status, the conceptual framework of combining reproduction of stigma and
building agency provided a lens through which to interpret the experiences of lesbian

coaches in Spain.

Participants
A qualitative approach was used, and semi-structured interviews were conducted with

16 leshian women coaches in Spain, aged between 22 and 63 years. The participants

were all white, cisgender, non-disabled, self-identified as lesbian, and Spanish. All the
coaches had at least five years’ experience in coaching at the time of the interview. This

was viewed as important because the participants were immersed within the coaching

system for a prolonged period (Table 1). Two of the women coaches described
themselves as completely closeted within the sport environment (i.e., they did not
acknowledge their sexual orientation, nor did they give any indication of being lesbian
in the sport context; Griffin, 1992). Ten described themselves as selectively out (i.e.,
openly discussed their lesbian identity only with selected and trusted individuals; they

often assumed others understood they were lesbians, although overt disclosure never

occurred). Coaches avoided speaking about their partners or personal relationships so
that others did not see evidence of their sexual identity. Four coaches were explicitly

and publicly out (Griffin, 1991) (e.g., coaches revealed their lesbian identity openly to

everyone in the sport context). At this point the coaches felt entitled to live their life as

they pleased, thus “out and proud” (Griffin, 1998).

[Insert Table 1. Here]

Procedure

Recruitment to the study was achieved primarily using research adverts placed on a

university website and the general university social media channels, other participants
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were also recruited through snowballing (Sparkes & Smith, 2014). Participants were
invited to join the research project on a voluntary basis. As such the sample of 16 was
voluntary and purposive, we used semi-structured interviews to collect data. The semi-
structured interviews provided in-depth conversations with the participants, and it
helped to explore their experiences within sports coaching (Sparkes & Smith, 2014).
The interview guide focused on (i) experiences based on gender and sexual orientation
(ii) gendered and sexuality ideologies of sport and coaching, (iii) relations within
coaching, (iv) and (v) ideas for social change from the women coaches. Interviews
lasted between 60 and 180 minutes. Interviews were recorded with the participants
consent and then transcribed verbatim. Individual transcripts were sent to all
participants so that they could check for accuracy. They all confirmed that the
transcribed data reflected their experiences, and none of the participants requested any

change to their interview transcripts.

Ethical Standards

After achieving institutional approval from the Research Ethics Committee of the Sport
Administration, informed consent, via a participant information sheet and agreement

form, was obtained from the participants before the study began. The authors conducted

the interviews at the participants’ chosen location or online, always adapting to their
preference of choice to make them feel comfortable. Nine interviews were conducted

online, and seven interviews were conducted face-to-face. The purpose and the format
of the interviews were explained clearly, assuring the participants that their
confidentiality would be maintained. Some of the coaches refused to be anonymous,
and others preferred to maintain their confidentiality. Therefore, all the participant’s

names were anonymised, and pseudonyms are used in the reporting of the findings.
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Also, participants were informed about their right to withdraw, and the data was stored

on a password protected device.

Data Analysis
The primary intent of the data analysis was to hear the powerful voices, and
experiences, of the women coaches interviewed, which were complex and multifaceted

in nature. Braun and Clarke’s (2020) reflexive thematic analysis model were used to

explore the data, search for patterns and themes, and to finalize interpretations. Data
analysis was managed using Atlas ti (version 8). The six phases included familiarisation

and coding (phase 1-2), through the first author conducting and transcribing the
interviews. Theme development, refining and naming (phase 3-5) were influenced by
the researchers’ experiences of being a sport coaches. Initially, 55 codes were extracted,
usually in the coaches’ own words. Then, the codes were regrouped, and they were
reduced to 23. These codes consolidated to four themes. The conceptual approach was
then introduced, deductively to the four broad themes that were used as a way to present

the 23 categories. This inductive and deductive approach, allowing for the researcher’s

subjectivity, aligned with reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2020). The sixth
phase of write-up was undertaken for this manuscript. Frequent meetings were held

between the authors to discuss the coding process and potential theme generation, and

to identify how the theoretical framing supported the contextualization of the data in the

final report.

Findings and discussion

Through their words, the complexities that leshbian women face within sports coaching

became evident. Four themes were identified, which are discussed in detail below: (1)

double discrimination based on gender and sexual orientation, (2) feelings of fear, (3)
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management of multiple identities, and (4) agentic responses and the potential for

positive social change.

Double Discrimination Based on Gender and Sexual Orientation

The findings highlight that even before contemplating their sexual orientation, women
coaches were already discriminated against based on their gender. Many of the women
coaches experienced public stigma (Pryor & Reader, 1994), often related to sexism and
homonegativity which presented itself broadly and negatively impacted their
experiences within sports coaching. Many of the women coaches in this study
experienced barriers to accessing professional development, felt undervalued in their
day-to-day coaching environment, and on structural level with a severe lack of funding

for their teams, and fewer opportunities to advance their coaching careers.

Sofia (basketball, 63 years old, ‘out and proud”)

| started coaching men’s teams, but soon | understood that | had a glass ceiling
that would not let me progress, so | opted to switch to the women’s section.

They did not give me opportunities to coach higher male categories. | was

already very tired of constantly battling and breaking down walls.

Already facing discrimination based on their gender, the participants in the study

faced additional complications of being lesbian in this space. In this study,
homonegativity occurred on an everyday basis in forms that were subtle and hard to
identify, yet it was rooted in the culture of sports coaching. On a daily basis,
homonegativity took the form of micro-aggressions and included remarks and

comments relating to leshian coaches’ gender or sexual orientation.

Abril (football, 46 years old, ‘in the closet”)
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I used to hear sexist, homophobic comments and jokes all the time from male

coaches, board directors, even athlete’s parents (...), and | never felt like coming

out in football was safe [to do]. Coaching football is my passion, but all of that

[homonegativity] really influenced and impacted my wellbeing.

Nevertheless, many women coaches remained engaged yet chose to excuse

sexist and homophobic displays “as part of” the sports coaching environment. Maribel

stated: “these are jokes or normal comments that anybody can make without wanting to
hurt anyone” (Maribel, tennis, 45, ‘in the closet”). Other coaches feared to be seen as

“lesbians” because of the negative implications and stereotypes associated with the

“lesbian label”. Monica, a fitness coach who was selectively out exemplified this issue:

I do not like being associated with “a lesbian” and being completely honest | try

very hard not to be associated with “the lesbian” when I am at work, or with

things like being butch, dyke, insensitive or being a jerk.

Notably, the heterosexist culture and lack of access to coaching opportunities
was more pronounced in male-dominated sports such as football, basketball, or tennis
(Fasting et al., 2017, 2009; Griffin, 1992; Kane, 2016; Krane & Barber, 2005; Norman,
2013, 2010). Many women coaches in our study developed self-stigma and internalised
the negative beliefs and feelings associated with being lesbian (Pryor & Reader, 1994).

Numerous studies have shown that self-stigma has detrimental consequences for the

psychological well-being of stigmatized individuals (Meyer, 2003). This had a major
impact on the women coaches, as they normalized homonegativity and sexism as part of

sport (Norman, 2016). In this way, many women in this study failed to confront the

gendered and homonegative sports environment through their agency, leaving it

relatively unchanged or unchallenged.
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Feelings of Fear

In this study, feelings of fear were one of the most recurrent themes that appeared
among the participants. Exemplifying this, some of the women coaches experienced
prejudices and negative assumptions from athlete’s parents because of their sexual
identity as leshian. As such, women coaches feared the negative assumptions that they
would have an intimate relationship with their female athletes because of their sexual
orientation, and others consciously avoided their athlete’s locker-rooms unless all
athletes were dressed, they maintained physical distance with their female athletes.

Maite admitted doing so because she feared the parent’s reactions.

Maite (futsal, 30 years old, ‘selectively out’).

| feared how the parent’s female athletes would see the fact that their daughter’s
coach was a leshian, so | opted to hide my sexual orientation, maintain distance,

and kept my private life separately.

Like previous research studies (Krane & Barber, 2005; Norman, 2012), some

women coaches in this study retreated from sexism and homonegativity in sports

coaching by hiding their sexual orientation, avoiding their athlete’s locker-rooms, and
maintaining distance from their female athlete. Furthermore, Cunningham and Melton
(2014) discovered that their own parental influences and contact with sexual minorities
were two meso-level factors that affect parents’ attitudes towards LGBTQ+ coaches in
the United States. Several parents expressed their opinion that their positive attitudes

towards LGBTQ+ coaches stemmed from their upbringing, while others indicated

having previously interacted with sexual minorities (Cunningham and Melton, 2014).

Another fear for the women coaches was that if their lesbian identity was

“discovered”, they could lose their jobs because of the negative attitudes and behaviours
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towards lesbians in sport. In addition, women coaches feared that their sexual identity

would be judged over their professional competences as a coach.

Gisela (basketball, 45 years old, ‘selectively out’).

I know that making my sexual orientation visible would help normalise it,
especially for my players, but I want to be known for my abilities, knowledge of
the sport, and for how | coach, instead of my sexual orientation, which | believe

it could be used against me.

Similarly, in Norman’s study (2013), lesbian coaches reported frequent harmful
assumptions concerning their relationship with young women and athletes. In the US,

Krane and Barber (2005) unearthed the negative cultural attitudes and stereotypes

deployed by college sports coaches to prey on parents’ and athletes’ fears and

discourage athletes from attending rival universities.

Women coaches in our study indicated that if others discovered their lesbhian
identity, it could be the basis for possible concerns by their colleagues. This was
specifically true for older women coaches who were in the closet throughout their
sporting careers and experienced their sexuality as a “taboo” (Norman, 2013). One of
the top performance basketball coaches with more than 30 years of experience at the
elite level had the presumption that her lesbian identity significantly limited her

professional career:

Some of the board members of the national team told me that | could be the head
coach, but at the end | had a glass ceiling and I understood that it did not have
anything to do with my technical skills as a coach (...) I do not have any

evidence, but | presume | did not get the job because | am a lesbian. I could not
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be the visible face of the national team in Europe, but this is a perception, and |

never said anything (Sofia, basketball, 63, ‘out and proud’).

The sporting experiences of women coaches in the study are shaped by

homonegativity through ideologies of masculinity and femininity, as well as sexual
orientation implications (Norman, 2013). It is evident that women coaches developed

stigma by association (Pryor & Reade, 1994), which not only affected those who

possess a stigmatized condition, but it also impacted others. In many ways, women
coaches engaged in reproductive agency (Hays, 1994), playing but acting and

responding in ways that did little (or nothing) to change gender and sexuality
assumptions. Ongoing homonegativity within and against women coaches shows that
developing a positive identity can be tricky for some leshian coaches, especially those
constantly questioning their own sexuality. For some of them, coming to terms with
who they are and developing a positive sense of identity can be challenging, and this is
especially true when who they are is not like those around them, or if they feel their true

selves would not be accepted by those close to them. According to Griffin (1992),

“women live in fear that whatever meagre gains we have made in sport are always one
leshian scandal away from being wiped out” (p.253). In such ways, women coaches in

our study failed to confront gender and sexuality issues in sports coaching, leaving it

relatively unchanged and unchallenged.

Dealing with Stigma

Against the backdrop of sexism and homonegativism, and the stigmatisation of

leshianism in sport, most of the women coaches in this study felt that sport was not a

sphere where they could be themselves. Most of the participants faced micro-

aggressions that were hard to pinpoint or label as “homophobic” yet were rooted in the
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culture of sports coaching that operates to stigmatise sexual minorities. This led them to
continuously make decisions about who they came out to and to deploy coping
strategies to navigate their sexual orientation, thus reinforcing reproductive agency

within sports coaching. In this study, the most dominant strategy adopted by women
coaches was compartmentalisation of their identity, which resulted in coaches managing

multiple social identities in different contexts or among different social groups: the

“coach” and the “lesbian”. Through compartmentalising, the participants described

professional situations in which they were “a coach” versus social situations in which
they were “a lesbian”. Amparo’s experience captured the omnipresence nature of

compartmentalising their sexual identity:

Amparo (basketball, 30 years old, selectively out).

It is the heavy weight of constantly hiding, to constantly thinking about to what
extent | show myself or not at work...I was like uncovering myself in different
environments. At home I’m 100%, at work | am 30%, and little by little they

will get to know me better.

Several women coaches who were selectively out deployed secrecy surrounding
their sexuality because they perceived homosexuality as a “private issue” that was
separate from their profession in sport (Norman, 2013). These practices often involved

undervaluing women coaches, non-acceptance, and suppression of their sexuality

through a “don’t ask, don’t tell” (Griffin, 1998; Krane & Barber, 2005; Norman, 2013)

with their sexual identity considered as the “unspoken truth” (Norman, 2013).

Aitana (tennis and beach volleyball, 38 years old, ‘selectively out’).
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I hide my personal life from work. Maybe my athletes or the parents knew about
my sexual orientation, but I have never told them directly. If they asked me, |

would tell them, but if they don’t ask me, I would not.

Other coaches in this study used distancing to avoid situations in which their
lesbian identity could be disclosed. Typically, this behaviour included not discussing

their personal life with colleagues and athletes, not socializing with their colleagues, or

maintaining formality with their athletes. Marina exemplifies this issue:

My athletes would ask me “do you have a boyfriend”? and I answer? “no,

because T do not have a boyfriend”, but I did not tell them that | had a girlfriend.
Then I thought I did not have to give them explanations and I distanced myself

from them, but then | thought to myself “what is the role and influence I have on

my athletes when I’m hiding who | am as opposed to normalise it? | was

conflicted (...) (Marina, basketball, 35, ‘selectively out’).

Similar to the study of Krane and Barber (2005), women coaches in the study
shielded themselves from having their lesbian identities discovered and
compartmentalise their sexual identity, which led them to experience internal conflicts
deriving from their inability to be themselves. To avoid negative psychosocial
outcomes, women coaches often employ numerous strategies to manage stigma (Sartore

& Cunningham, 2009). Concerns regarding who to tell and the fear of being discovered
cause psychological distress among those who conceal their stigmatized condition
(Pachankis, 2007). Deploying strategies may be a form of a female apologetic, in which

women coaches are just fitting in with, rather than challenging the status quo (lannotta

& Kane, 2002).
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Completely closeted coaches in this study feared that admitting or disclosing
their sexuality would mean the end of their coaching careers. These coaches dealt with
stigma in such ways that they often self-silenced and hide their sexual identity to protect
themselves, their careers, and their reputation from discriminatory employment
practices, hostile work environments, and social isolation (Demers, 2006; Kauer, 2005;

Krane & Barber, 2005)

Abril (football, 46 years old, ‘in the closet’)

I never came out publicly as a lesbian, and | kept it hidden. Sports coaching and

football was the career that | wanted to pursue, | wanted to make my way into
sports coaching and make it to the elite level, and coming out of the closet in this

hostile environment has never been a choice for me.

Many of the women coaches in this study experienced fear of being stigmatized

by their gender and sexual orientation, which led them to a continual process of

decision-making regarding who they disclosed they sexuality to and develop coping
strategies to negotiate their sexual identity (Griffin, 1998). Consequently, women
coaches hassled with two social identities and the inconsistency between their personal
comfort with being a “coach” and a “lesbian” within a complex sport coaching
environment. As such, not all leshian coaches in this study seek to exercise their agency

to enhance their autonomy and challenge the status quo. These findings are important as
they point to the prevalence of strong gendered and homophobic ideologies within the
coaching profession, as well as a culture of ignorance towards diversity.

Agentic responses and the Potential for Social Change

Most of the women coaches in this study described a sporting culture that reflected

gendered and homonegative attitudes and behaviours towards them. Nevertheless, four
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of the women coaches recounted behaviours or expressed attitudes and actions more
reflective of transformative agency (Hays, 1994); that is, they challenged sexism and
homonegativity within sports coaching, and, therefore, engaged in social change and
encouraged new attitudes towards lesbians’ coaches in sport. Similar to the study of
Krane and Barber (2005), the most compelling examples of social change actions were

from the four openly lesbian coaches who were out and proud.

Sofia (basketball, 63 years old, ‘out and proud”)

I am the example of normality. | am an important person for my athletes because

I am the head coach, and they all know | am a lesbian. | show myself how I am,

and | am a role model for them.

Leshian coaches in this study who build their agency and become empowered
had a positive lesbian identity and felt they could be themselves within the sport

environment. They were able to forge an open and transparent relationship with their
colleagues and players in and outside the sports coaching field. A positive coach-athlete
relationship was highlighted by Stewart and Taylor (2000) as a crucial aspect of

women’s participation in sports.

Federica (volleyball, 52 years old, ‘out and proud”)

I have a fantastic relationship with my peers, the players, the coaches, the
coordinators, the board members (...) | show myself how | am, and | am very
happy about it. For example, | get on very well with the women’s national
volleyball team. Last year two of them got married and | was the godmother at

the wedding. It is such a caring, loving and safe environment!
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In this study, women coaches who were publicly out and proud led to a more
open and honest environment, specifically for their athletes. They saw themselves as
positive role models, modelling authenticity and fostering an inclusive team culture.
This approach led to social change and improved the relationships with their athletes,
particularly those who identify as LGBTQ+. Women coaches shared many instances to
illustrate how being a publicly out leshian coach fostered an inclusive team culture and

a safe space for their athletes, individually and collectively.

Adriana (athletics, 29 years old, ‘out and proud’)

I am very open about my sexual orientation. I think that players see in me an
experienced and approachable person they can talk about everything. We talk

about other issues that concern them, such as relationships, gender, sexual

orientation, etc. it really is a safe space, and everyone feels it.

The findings indicate that, for other coaches, the creation of strong, supportive
female-based networks among women coaches is crucial for their personal and
professional wellbeing (Norman, 2012). Thus, having a good and open relationship with
other female-peers and feeling valued lead to women coaches feeling a sense of

belonging to the coaching community, empowerment, and respect.

Aroa (mountaineering and ski coach, 29 years old, ‘out and proud’).

I admire her (female coach) personally and professionally. With her | feel like |
am in a safe space, it is comfort zone, we have a very healthy relationship. My

environment is very diverse, and | think this is allowing me to open other doors
such as being open about my sexual orientation and talking to the players about

life concerns. | feel like | am a role model for my athletes, and being out has also

helped them to open a lot.
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One of the most important and prevalent finding was the reported positive social
interactions that women coaches had with other colleagues, in particular female
colleagues, which had a significant impact on how they felt and were open about their
sexuality, and on their level of engagement and happiness within the coaching
profession. The four publicly out coaches in this study felt like they were able to be
themselves and felt comfortable with the day-to-day interactions with their colleagues
and their athletes. Also, women coaches in this study felt they were important role
models for their athletes, and they conducted actions to challenge the status quo such as
talking openly about sexuality issues and normalising sexual diversity in sport. Clearly,
the transformative potential of their actions was implied through their openness of their
sexual orientation within the sport environment. The presence of female role models for
women in sport had long been emphasised as one of the key factors to creating more

diverse environments (Meier, 2015), and the creation of strong, supportive female-based

networks among women coaches is crucial for their social and professional wellbeing
(Norman, 2012). In addition, a positive leshian identity can be reached if an individual

participates in an environment in which social support and role models (i.e., out, and

open leshians) are available (lannotta & Kane, 2002). As Griffin stated, (1998) being
out becomes a significant political act or educational strategy designed to foster
tolerance and thus bring social change. Research indicates that women coaches who
decide to come out, or be out, look for safety indicators like visible LGBTQ+
individuals in their organizations and leadership positions, and the existence of policies
about sexual orientation and gender identity (Mann & Krane, 2019). Similarly, LaVoi
and Glassford (2022) suggest visibility is important in helping women coaches

determine how explicitly out they can be within sport, as well as to nurture social

change.
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Conclusions

The purpose of this article was to examine, from a conceptual framework that combines
stigma and agency, the experiences of lesbian coaches in Spain. There is widespread
sexism and homonegativity in sports coaching that is subtle and hard to identify yet is
rooted in the culture of sports coaching, and often takes the form of micro—aggressions
(Kauer & Krane, 2013; Norman, 2012, 2013, 2023). In this study, we expand upon the
literature by exploring lesbian coaches’ experiences within sports coaching in Spain, a
unique environment embedded in a gendered and homonegative institution, yet one that
provides opportunities for transforming gendered and sexual diversity issues. Our use of
the concept’s stigma (Goffman, 1963) and agency (Hays, 1994) brings a new and fresh
perspective to gender and sexuality issues in sports coaching, specifically women
coaches accounts of their sexuality, which have been largely unexplored to date

(Griffin, 1998; Krane & Barber, 2005; Norman, 2013). Goffman’s work (1963) is

relevant to understanding how gender and sexual diversity contribute to stigma towards
women coaches, as well as to understand how stigmatized women coaches experience

discrimination, marginalization, exclusion or microaggressions within sports coaching.

This often impacts their inability to be themselves and succeed in their coaching roles,

as well as their inability to take up social interventions to challenge the status quo.

Women’s coaches’ responses to their experiences and the underlying presumption of
sports coaching as a sexist and homonegative space varied on different dimensions. We
found that women coaches in this study navigate their everyday through a continuum
(Hays, 1994) where they variously reproduced stigma and/or build agency to foster

social change in a multiplicity of ways. While most of the women coaches were

resigned to the stigma and homonegative space (Goffman, 1963), exhibiting behaviours

and attitudes reflective of reproductive agency (Hays, 1994), other women coaches
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performed transformative agency through actions that challenged stereotypes about, and
the stigmatisation of, gender and sexuality. These women offer diverse perspective,
insight, and advice to their athletes, as well as challenging the status quo (Hays, 1994;

Norman, Wright, & Allison, 2018).

As shown in this study, the lived experiences of 16 Spanish lesbian sport coaches forms
a continuum of situations that often coexist between the reproduction of stigma and/or
transformation through agency. The lesbian coaches in this study navigate an
environment that generates a wide range of circumstances that can be ambivalent and

even contradictory. Thus, the characteristics that shape the processes of reproduction of
stigma and/or transformation through agency do not follow a linear path, but rather they
occur along a continuum, intersecting and interfering with each other. In this way,
lesbian coaches can play roles that contribute to the process of change by developing
agency, and/or the reproduction of stigma and stigmatised identities. Thus, the analysis
and interpretation of the experiences of lesbian coaches cannot be understood from a

structured approach, but from a much more diverse theoretical perspective that allows
flexibility and adaptability.
The conceptual framework of reproduction of stigma and building agency developed in

this study has been instrumental in guiding the interpretation and analysis of the data.
By providing a lens for understanding the diverse range of the experiences of lesbian

coaches, we found that the conceptual framework of combining stigma and agency was
mouldable, enabling us to capture the nuances of women’s experiences that are complex
and changeable in nature. As indicated by studies by Soler-Prat (2008) and Caudwell
(2008) during their research in Spain and the UK respectively, there are contradictory
and complex network of beliefs, ideological positions, and actions among girls in

Physical Education and women footballers.
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The present study points out the relevance of the stigma and agency in offering a basis
to investigate the experiences of women coaches in the process of reproducing or
transforming activities or realities in different ways within the coaching profession,
which needs to be further examined and taken into consideration by academics and by
practitioners. In addition, our study contributes to advancing the literature on gendered
and sexuality issues to women coaches not only in a Spanish context, but on a global

scale.

This study advocate for the need of a holistic approach that goes beyond the
binary to tackle, or not, sexism, heterosexism, and homonegativity within sports
coaching (Fitzgerald et al., 2021). Fostering a more inclusive coaching sport space
requires a combination of structural changes, listening to the voices of women coaches,
and creating a supportive and welcoming environment (e.g., non-stigmatised
conditions) through anti-discrimination policies, training, and education, as well as
mentorship and networking opportunities for all women coaches (LaVoi & Dutove,

2012; Norman, 2012, 2010). Sport clubs and governing bodies have a mandate and

responsibility to set an inclusive culture for sport, and to develop mechanisms to
support all female coaches in their professional careers, irrespective of their sexual
orientation. Women coaches need support to develop agency and to influence and
transform the sports coaching system into a more respectful, inclusive, and diverse sport
space. We argue that adopting a diverse and inclusive sports coaching culture is not
only beneficial for lesbian coaches but has the potential to foster inclusive climates that

consider and welcome the needs of everyone.

There are some limitations of our study. First, the difficulty in finding lesbian
coaches, especially in sports that are considered non-masculinised. That said, the

diversity of sports and coaching contexts represented are significant strengths of the
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present study. Second, more is needed to further develop the combined conceptual
framework of stigma and agency. The data are encouraging in terms of providing
direction for future studies about how women coaches are stigmatized and have agency
to destabilize and challenge the oppressive practices and social structures within sports
coaching. Situated within a novel context in relation to previous studies, this study
sheds light on the lived experiences of sexuality in sport, highlighting the resilience and
agency of lesbian coaches while advocating for greater inclusivity and support in the
face of stigma and discrimination. This study not only contributes to the understanding
of the unique challenges and opportunities faced by leshian coaches in Spain, but it also

serves as a broader exploration of LGBTQ+ inclusion in Spanish sports culture.

This study enriches the current discourse surrounding women in coaching and
paves the way for future research, specifically on lesbian coaches. As we move forward,
it is important to recognize the contributions of lesbian coaches and to advocate for their
visibility, support, and empowerment. By listening to their voices and experiences, we

can strive towards a more equitable and inclusive sporting environment that celebrates

diversity, fosters belonging, and promotes positive change. The insights gained from
this study may also help sport governing bodies and sport clubs become allies and

powerful agents to foster a more diverse and inclusive sporting environment.
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