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Summary
The purpose of this document is to critically analyse the role of education in facilitating career opportunities for women in professional football. It also presents an implementation plan to address the systematic organisational and public perception barriers. 
This research-informed implementation plan is a clear communicative piece designed to engage with all readers. It methodically attempts to tackle the inherent inequality for women within football by addressing vast issues with actions and noting measures of success. It is a call to (specific) action for all stakeholders involved in the industry. The plan intentionally adopts a mixed-methods approach, incorporating a strong educational component to both dismantle existing prejudices and foster a culture of safety, transparency, and celebration of diversity.
It unapologetically holds multiple personnel to account for actions that feed into the globally shared responsibility of this transformative organisation. It invites all readers to see the vision and take action on a personal, organisational, or societal scale.
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Context
Introduction
It is extensively documented that women are under-represented across all levels of professional football (see Figures 1 & 2). Football is not unique, a lack of equality is evident across society (Department for Business Innovation & Skills, 2013). Research describes a complex labyrinth (Eagly & Charli, 2007) type of experience for women particularly when it comes to leadership. It is acknowledged that this organisation has a leading role in this area and it has a social responsibility to transform football, to focus on equality as a driver but also to embrace the diversity which will ultimately be morally, socially, and financially beneficial to the sport and the wider industry (Gomathy, 2023).
Rationale
This is a systemic issue that cannot be eradicated in a short timeframe. This implementation plan seeks to be visionary yet practical; founded on emerging theory and research. This plan has a two-pronged approach: first, to promote greater representation of women within the footballing industry, including those in leadership roles, and second, to enhance pathways for elite women footballers. While it is accepted that there will be some overlap and mutually beneficial activities, it is also important to acknowledge that some actions will need to be specific to raise the profile of elite women in football. Both streams of work have a clear directive to approach work holistically, ensuring that individual, interpersonal, organisational, and wider society are invited and requested to engage to ensure this plan is effective.
Eagly & Carli (2007) suggested that the labyrinth-type experiences broadly sat under three main dimensions: human capital, gender differences and prejudice. As a result, all domains within this plan are underpinned by the aim to foster development in one or a combination of these areas.
To fully operationalise the plan there was a purposeful noting of responsibility for each domain to ensure accountability for action. Actions are purposefully multi-faceted; some invite the stakeholder to participate but some are non-negotiable activities to ensure that education and awareness transcends through the community. . To bring these points to fruition, this organisation will adopt a transformational leadership style (Burns, 1978, Bass, 1985) for the industry and be recognised as outstanding trailblazers for meaningful change and sustainability (Tamkin et al. 2010).
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Aims and Objectives
This document outlines a plan aimed at creating a future where every woman contributing to the professional football industry feels valued (see Figures 1 & 2) and safe (see Figure 3) in their workplace. The goal is for women to not only feel but also be treated fairly, with equal opportunities to reach the upper quartiles of the workplace (see figure 2 which highlights a lack of representation).
The three main objectives are:
To make a significant, informed contribution to a culture change that sets a sector-leading standard.
To empower women to pursue roles and opportunities within the industry by dismantling systemic barriers. 
To celebrate diversity and embed inclusive practices, utilising a whole-organisational approach.
This implementation plan is informed by current theory about gender and the workplace and various facts and figures relating to the football industry.
This draft version and will allow for consultation with any stakeholders who have an interest in lived experiences which could further inform these ideas and actions. Following the consultation period, the implementation plan will be confirmed, published and disseminated across the organisation and further afield via our website.


Action
Implementation Plan
This plan is sectioned into two main areas: 
Part 1: will focus on improving the representation of women in the industry and across all positions, particularly in leadership.
Part 2: recognising that elite women footballers by their nature are leaders who experience inequality this will focus on developing opportunities for elite footballers. 
Aligned to a transformational and outstanding leadership principles of vision, communication, action and accountability the table (in Appendix 1) builds on the themes outlined below and systematically notes the area for development, the specific aims, the underpinning research, the proposed activity/action, a measure of success, references the accountability of the and a proposed timeline.
2.1.1 Part 1 -  Addressing Barriers and Developing Opportunities for Women in the Football Industry
Tackle Bias in Employment and Promotion Opportunities
Research suggests a bias around stereotyping for leadership roles which favours males (Hoyt and Blascovich, 2007). Studies show that blind interviewing can prove an effective tool to counter bias, particularly for recruitment within male dominated industries (Goldin and Rouse, 2000). Research also shows that amplifying under represented group’s voices (in this instance women’s voices) can positively impact organisational culture (Kapowitz et al., 2023). As such this organisation will make systematic changes to the current recruitment process (at all levels) to reduce bias and stereotyping for roles. Specifically, this will include a blind application and interview process where appropriate/possible. Cultural awareness and bias training will also be introduced for all recruiting staff. To monitor and support a pipeline of diversity (in this case a fair representation of women) into leadership roles, a regular audit will be undertaken to understand the gender representation across all grades within the organisation. The audit will also include a breakdown of successful promotions  by gender which can be monitored and reviewed annually. It is anticipated that this will positively impact recruitment of women and lead to a fairer representation of women into leadership roles. 
Make the Workplace More Attractive for Women
Research suggests that nearly half of the women in the industry in 2023 reported feeling overlooked for career progression due to their gender (Women in Football, 2023). Addressing workplace culture is critical to ensuring women thrive in what is currently a male-dominated industry. 
Additionally, Hoyt (2010) suggests that current culture relies on women to take on more domestic duties and as such there can be a continual trade-off between home and work. Despite often being the primary caregiver, research supports the notion that women are also passionate about career advancement (Ellemers, 2014). Juggling multiple tasks in an industry built by males for males can result in a less than ideal workplace that can hinder career progression. This plan aims to listen and learn from lived experiences of women in the industry to improve flexible working arrangements and workplace culture, support by adequate policy and guidance.  
Ensure Safety and Security for Women
Given the under-representation of women within the industry, Davies et al. (2005) emphasise the importance of creating identity-safe environments for marginalised groups. Furthermore, a recent survey within the football industry showed that 47% of women who responded had experienced sexism (Women in Football, 2023). This plan will ensure that channels for reporting harassment and discrimination are effective and fit for purpose. This domain will also see action to roll out a whole organisation mandatory allyship training plan.
Build Social Capital for Women
Research suggests that women often lack access to the networks that facilitate career advancement (Hoyt, 2010). Social capital is essential for ensuring opportunities reach those who need them most, women. Grounded in feedback from women, this plan will construct opportunities for meaningful networking and mentorship programmes and will monitor its success regularly. 
Promote Leadership Development
Evidence confirms the value of diversity within organisations, particularly when it comes to leadership positions (Carli, 2001, Dunlop & Scheepers, 2023, Gomathy, 2023). This plan will encourages leaders across the organisation to understand further their skill set and to provide opportunities to develop both their agentic and communal leadership qualities. This domain is a holistic piece to ensure that all managers understand and support a mixture of leadership qualities and above all value authenticity. This organisation supports wholeheartedly the development of transformational leaders across the organisation and understands that some training in this area is required.  
Address Cultural and Societal Influences
Schedlitzki and Edwards (2014, p.167) argue that leadership and culture are “entwined concepts”. This organisation recognises its power to influence and challenge societal views. It will do this by systematically delivering actions and activities aligned to the vision for a fairer industry and will be accountable for its actions in this plan. The organisation has also committed a domain of work to actively challenge societal sexism and as such will commit to a series of public campaigns to communicate a zero tolerance approach within the offices and on the pitch.   
2.1.1 Part 2 -  Developing Opportunities for Elite Women Footballers
Address reasons for gender differences in career retirement age
Anecdotal data and some new studies suggests that women are leaving their elite football at a significantly earlier age than men (Bjerksæter & Lægstad, 2022). The paper suggests that there are multiple reasons for the early drop out including finances, motivation, instability and high stress load. It is recognised that very little research has been done within the UK and so this plan will note actions to understand the current picture using exit data and lived experience to understand and dismantle the barriers which currently prevent women from lengthening their career time at the elite level.
Confront and Rebalance the Gender Pay Gap (Local Influence)
Although research in this space is still emerging, as noted above finances need to be addressed. This organisation supports the view of equal pay for equal work and is supportive of the Equality Act (2010) and as such this plan will begin a consultation for change and it is expected that by end of year five this organisation will have a robust pay policy that is fair and incentivising to all those who become elite footballers.
Reaffirm Commitment to Gender Equity in Football (Global Influence)
As noted above this organisation recognises it potential to influence and as such will lead in the industry wide discussion for equal pay for elite women footballers. The organisation will instigate a call to action to create a sector wide pay policy that embodies the The Equality Act (2010). 
Increase Sponsorship
Research shows that opportunities for sponsorship and publicity is increasing but currently is disproportionately skewed toward male athletes  and this may be due to multiple factors which fall into three main reasons; values/beliefs, media coverage and mimetic pressures. (Shaw & Amis, 2001, Holmberg & Åkerblom, 2001). Through this implementation plan the organisation is proud to stand differently from others to utilise marketing resources to reach and engage with sponsorship opportunities and comprehensively detail the financial and social benefits. The organisation understands it has an opportunity and responsibility to influence others in this area.  
Time Plan
This documented plan will be the focus and main scope of activity for the next 5 years. It aims to make a significant impact in this area and will be measurable yearly to investigate impact and review if necessary. It is understood that many domains in the implementation plan will require review and further focus following the initial 5-year period.  Where it is envisaged that work will be ongoing and reviewed yearly this will be noted in the table.
Risk Management and Strategies
Business Continuity: This implementation plan is created to make a universal impact. This organisation can take comfort in the knowledge that there is added value financially to embracing diversity. It is recognised that there is a potential risk to business and finances in the short term if communications from within the organisations are not founded on fact and research or if other stakeholders lead with uninformed beliefs and biases. This is in part the reason why all staff have been invited to a basic awareness raising session and this plan will be published for all to view. 
Compliance: There may be some staff who do not wholeheartedly agree with this plan at this point. It is anticipated that there will be a need to educate such staff on the inequalities currently at play and education is at the forefront of this work. There is an expectation from wider society, our under-represented staff and fan bases and the law to be actively working towards equality and this organisation will be sector-leading in this space. 
Reputation: There is a risk of seeming “woke” in the industry or for undermining previous legacies and policies. However, the organisation’s leads are confident that there is a larger reputational risk in doing nothing. This organisation prides itself on its transformational culture and has a significant level of influence so there is a potential to gain a significantly positive reputation from the wider society and an increased fan base and workforce talent being attracted to the organisation.




Recommendations
The specific actions for each domain are for documented in Appendix 1. 
It would be prudent to exercise caution and alertness going forward as it may be that some approaches/actions may do more harm than good. Close monitoring and review of the action plan is essential to ensure that there isn’t an unintended exacerbation of the implicit bias (Jenkel, 2020). 
Scrutiny and feedback from the people this plan seeks to support should be sought throughout to ensure due diligence, sensitivity, and appropriateness (Ellemers, 2014).
A transformational leadership approach from all who are noted as responsible for domains is required to ensure that all aspects of the plan are operationalised.
To work on representation and leadership opportunities as a holistically as one without the other will be cumbersome and not render maximum effectiveness. 
Communication and education are the key drivers for change and should be implemented across the organisation.
Conclusion
Women were kicked out of football stadiums and into public parks after the Second World War with a damning statement from the FA, 1921 which unilaterally announced that women have no place in the football industry and consequently have been on a back foot within the industry ever since (Jenkel, 2020 and The FA Heritage, 2024). 
This implementation plan has been carefully created with an understanding of the need for change There are many facts and figures which demonstrate the inequalities and discrimination within the industry. There are also many strong research pieces to show the added value to an organisation for embracing diversity. The readers may engage with the moral obligation or a political/social responsibility (Archer & Prange, 2019).  This plan is a call to action for all stakeholders of the industry to hold everyone accountable to ensure that the discrimination then doesn’t continue to have a stronghold on today’s society. No action would surmount to sustained discrimination (Archer & Prange, 2019).
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Appendices

Appendix 1a: Developing opportunities and reducing barriers for women in the football industry
Domain	Aim	Evidence/Source of Best Practice	Action	Measure of Success	Person Responsible  (R) & Stakeholders (S)	Target Completion Date
Tackle Bias in Employment and Promotion Opportunities		Increase human capital and ensure a sustainable workforce, reduce prejudice	Hoyt & Blascovich (2007) evidences the bias for linking males to leadership roles and the impact of having stereotypes.		Kapowitz et al. (2023) found that females in male-dominated environment could have a positive effect of amplifying voices for other females.  Therefore where there is an under representation where a male and female score equally at interview it may be beneficial to the organisation to employ the female.		Goldin & Rouse (2000) found that interviewing blind when filling orchestra positions resulted in a higher proportion of women being recruited.		 	Implement anti-sexism and cultural awareness training and resources to help stakeholders involved in the employment process be more aware of their biases around employing to roles. 	Yearly review of numbers of staff trained – with a steady increase expected year on year (embed into induction training for new managers in the first instance).	HR (R)	Managers (S)		Ongoing, gender pay gap statistics to be published and disseminated yearly.
			Embed blind applications and interviews for roles (where possible).	Yearly review of data to see the gender difference in employment and for those in the organisation who have applied for promotion & those granted a promotion.		
Make the Workplace More Attractive for Women		Increase human capital and ensure a sustainable workforce, embrace gender differences	Eagley & Carli’s (2007) research calls for further work to understand the “labyrinth” and seek to break down barriers.		Hoyt (2010) suggests that the current dominant culture leans on women to take on more domestic duties. This often results in a trade-off between work and home to continually juggle tasks, which is compounded by unfriendly office culture and practices.		Ellemers (2014) research suggests despite culturally still being seen as the primary caregiver women are passionate also on career advancement.		Women in Football Survey (2023) found close to half of all women in football industry believe they have been overlooked for career progression due to their gender.		To better understand how the industry can be more flexible and accommodating to women (who often take on many other non-paid roles) by asking those with lived experience.		Note: The research should be carried out by an external organisation to ensure objectivity.	Develop a feedback loop using lived experience data from focus groups, surveys and to publish quarterly actions/policies for managers.	COO (R)	Senior Leadership Team (S)	Employed women (S)	Ongoing, updates via internal communications quarterly
Ensure Safety and Security for Women		Increase human capital and ensure a sustainable workforce, reduce prejudice	Davies et al. (2005) research suggests that identity-safe environments are beneficial to organisations.		The FA Gender Gap report (2023) showed women were a minority group throughout the industry with an even smaller proportion taking leadership roles.	Mandatory allyship training for all staff.	Reach target numbers of people who have completed training (20% of the workforce each year until end of year 5).	HR (R) 	All staff (S)	Ongoing, statistics to be published and disseminated yearly.
			Provide accessible and effective reporting procedures for harassment and discrimination, ensuring these are easy to find and communicated throughout the organisation.		Higher incidence of reporting in the short term is to be expected.				
		Women in Football (2023) discrimination is on the rise, reporting is also rising. Experiences of sexism is currently at 47%	Provide accessible and effective reporting procedures for harassment and discrimination, ensuring these are easy to find and communicated throughout the organisation.	Create networking activities in a context which meets the needs of women and gather feedback.	Higher reporting of feeling safe over time captured in yearly feedback.		
				Pulse survey question to include a question around belonging and around networking/ socialising. Success would be improved scores year on year.		
Build Social Capital for Women		Increase human capital and ensure a sustainable workforce	Hoyt (2010) argues that women often have less opportunities to benefit from social capital. Creativity and novel ideas are required to ensure that opportunities reach those who need them.	Create networking and mentoring opportunities in a context which meets the needs of women, measure impact through individual feedback.	Record and monitor take-up of mentor opportunities. An improvement to be seen year on year.	HR (R) 	All staff (S)	Ongoing, statistics to be published and disseminated yearly.	
Promote Leadership Development		Increase human capital, recognise gender difference, reduce prejudice	Carli (2001), Dunlop & Scheepers (2023) – evidence to support the benefits of diversity in leadership styles.		Hoyt (2010) argues for the benefits of understanding the value of transformational leadership. Whereby women can be their authentic selves and utilise both communal and agentic qualities leads to effective leadership.	Encourage managers to actively develop their agentic and communal qualities via staff development training away days (all managers)	Encourage managers to record their skills and qualities and ways they can build in both agentic and communal areas in Personal Development Reviews	HR (R)	All managers (S)	Ongoing, numbers to be recorded and shared yearly, until whole organisation completion by end of year 5.
			Develop and disseminate informed leadership training for managers module.	Reach target numbers of people who have completed training (20% of the workforce each year until year 5)	HR (R) 	All Managers, (S) 		Ongoing, statistics to be published and disseminated yearly.	
Address Cultural and Societal Influences		Increase human capital and ensure a sustainable workforce, reduce prejudice	Schedlitzki & Edwards (2014, p.167) argued that leadership and culture are “entwined concepts”. If this organisation is to see itself as a leader in the sector it needs to understand the influence it can have in the wider culture and conversation around women’s rights.	Sexism at matches have increased between 2014 and 2021 (Football Supporters Association, 2021)			Clear communication that sexism and misogyny have no place in football via a call-to-action campaign which outlines clearly that there is zero tolerance across the industry and the serious repercussions for fans who seek to dismiss this. Invites all to play a role (allyship) 		Higher reporting of feeling safe over time captured in feedback gathered by the Supporters Association.	COO (R)	Senior Leadership Team (S)	Football Supporters Association (S)	Staff (S)	Fans (S)	Ongoing, statistics to be published and disseminated yearly.
						


Appendix 1b: Developing Opportunities for Elite Women Footballers
Domain	Aim	Evidence/Source of Best Practice	Action	Measure of Success	Person Responsible  (R) & Stakeholders (S)	Target Completion Date
Address reasons for gender differences in career retirement age		Increase human capital and ensure a sustainable workforce	Some research suggests internal motivation and external e.g. injury, on-pitch playing time and finances and high stress load are factors worthy of further investigation (Bjerksæter & Lagestad, 2022) 	To publish a review of the current statistics around retirement age of footballers and explore gender differences	To undertake a study to investigate why women footballers retire early	To invite stakeholder feedback via focus groups or surveys using lived experiences to help inform where changes can be made	 	A report written for UK-based footballers on the main reasons women leave football earlier than men and a specific action plan to systematically address differences and inequalities	External organisation/ research team (R)	Senior Leadership Team (S) 	Current elite footballers and those alumni retired in the last 3 years (S)	Report to be written by end of year 1 and the actions to be added to this implementation plan for years 2-5.
Confront and Rebalance the Gender Pay Gap (Local Influence)		Increase human capital and ensure a sustainable workforce, reduce prejudice	Archer & Prange (2019) suggests that there are a number of arguments for considering a change in pay for women’s football, including the equal pay for equal work argument. World-leading examples of change can be seen in the Norway professional teams for example. 		Bjerksæter & Lagestad, 2022 argues that there are multiple reasons for the early drop out rate and although it may not be the leading issue.			Undertake a scoping exercise to understand the developments in other nations and outline the feasibility (costs and opportunities) of these approaches within the UK context 	a. A report to be presented to the senior leadership team	b. Discussion and call for further suggestions	c. Confirmation of next steps and full senior team commitment to move this forward	d, By end of year 5 it is expected that this organisation has a robust pay policy that is fair and incentivising to all those who become elite footballers.	COO (R) 	Senior leadership team (S)	By end of year 5 there will be a strategy and published pay system for elite footballers across the organisation
Reaffirm Commitment to Gender Equity in Football (Global Influence)		Increase human capital and ensure a sustainable workforce, reduce prejudice	Leadership and culture are “entwined concepts” (Schedlitzki & Edwards, 2014, p.167).		Equality Act (2010) aims to protect people from discrimination based on gender. 		This organisation recognises itself as a leader and takes some responsibility to influence culture. It will encourage other leaders in football to understand their role in the discriminatory practices in football based on gender. To understand the power and influence they have and to categorically denounce sexist practices and commit to change			All organisations to publish their gender pay reports for elite football. 	To participate in the call to action to prioritise equal pay	To publish an action plan with a timeline 	Share good practice with other organisations. 	An agreed pay policy for use across the industry	Senior leadership team (R)	Other organisations/ clubs (S)	By end of year 5 there will be a strategy and published pay system for elite footballers across football.
Increase in sponsorship 	Increase human capital and ensure a sustainable workforce	Shaw & Amis (2001) argued that whilst sport sponsorship has increased considerably it has favoured males. Their paper argues that there are 3 main reasons: values/beliefs, media coverage, mimetic pressures.	Holmberg & Åkerblom (2001) suggest media and culture influence leadership approaches, the organisation should be aware that they can mirror a reality and also create a reality.	Publish a report on the growth of women’s football	Engage in discussions for contracts with forward-thinking firms who see the financial and social benefits. 	More individual women and the women’s team to enter into financially attractive contracts (there is an understanding that this will grow over time)	Marketing Dept (R) 	Individual players (S) 	Ongoing, statistics to be published and disseminated yearly.


Women	Lower Quartile	Lower Middle Quartile	Upper Middle Quartile	Upper Quartile	36.6	38.5	27.3	25.2	Men	Lower Quartile	Lower Middle Quartile	Upper Middle Quartile	Upper Quartile	63.4	61.5	72.7	74.8	



Experience Sexism	2020	2023	65	47	Reporting	2020	2023	12	31	



Women	
26752	Men	
2640000	



