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Abstract Using intersectionality theory as a lens, the
present study investigated the organizational experiences
of African American women athletic directors. We use
data collected from face-to-face interviews with ten
African American women athletic directors of NCAA
Division I, II, and III U.S. intercollegiate athletic de-
partments. Findings of our investigation reveal that the
intersection of their race and gender identities, in con-
junction with societal and occupational stereotypes, re-
sulted in many of them working in environments where
they faced constant challenges to their identity and au-
thority in response to social and occupational stereo-
types, misperceptions concerning their leadership roles,
and perceptions that their hiring is more a result of their
demographics than of their qualifications. We highlight
the importance of recognizing how stereotypes intersect
to produce differential experiences, and we seek to in-
crease awareness of how implicit stereotyping influences
the thoughts and behaviors of African American women
athletic directors and also the individuals interacting
with them. Our findings have implications for the
well-being, recruitment and retention of African
American women in leadership positions.
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In July of 2007, Kelly Landry Mehrtens was named
Director of Athletics at the University of North
Carolina in Wilmington, USA. Upon announcement of
her appointment, a student—who labeled himself as
an Bangry White heterosexual male^—expressed his
indignation with the president’s hiring decision
and questioned why Ms. Mehrtens was interviewed
a n d h i r e d ( A d a m s 2 0 0 7 ) . I n r e s p o n s e ,
Dr. Mike Adams, a criminology professor at the
university, offered the following critique of her
appointment:

External searches for college administrators are always
based on macro-poli t ics. By using the term
Bmacro-politics^ I mean that the decision is an
unprincipled one based on sociological considerations.
The over-riding sociological considerations are
gender, race, and sexual orientation. In this
case, of course, Landry Mehrtens was at a distinct
advan tage because she i s a Black fema le .
She immediately had a two to nothing lead
over McNamee who has the great misfortune
of being a White male (Adams 2007)

As noted in the passage, Dr. Adams believes Bsociological
considerations^ (i.e., race, gender, sexual orientation) have
special weight in the hiring decision of college administrators.
As such, because Ms. Mehrtens is Black and a female, it is
believed she had an advantage in the hiring process
over Kevin McNamee—a White male. In doing so,
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he discounted her qualifications by asserting the hiring
decision was based on irrelevant considerations and not her
qualifications for the position.

This notion of African American women benefiting in
the hiring process because of their race and gender status is
not neoteric. Epstein (1973, p. 913) was one of the first
researchers to espouse that African American women en-
joy a bonus status in the workplace because their two
Bimmutable negatively evaluated statuses formed a
positive matrix for a meaningful career.^ Almquist (1979)
questioned whether Epstein’s conclusions could be
generalized to Black women in America because her
sample was composed primarily of immigrants from the
West Indies. Numerous other researchers have also refuted
the double-advantage hypothesis (Fulbright 1985;
Hesse-Biber 1986; Nkomo and Cox 1989; Petrie and
Roman 2004; Sanchez-Hucles 1997). For example,
Hesse-Biber’s (1986) analysis of census data suggests
Black women’s dual status as Black and female creates a
unique negative third status that disadvantages them in the
labor market. Fulbright (1985 p. 43) similarly concluded
that Bno evidence supports the notion that black profes-
sional women are doubly advantaged^; as compared to
White women, their career mobility tends to be limited
by longer corporate acculturation processes, racism, and
sexism. More recent data also suggests that African
American women’s identity may not be advantageous for
their careers. Two thousand and ten U.S. data showed that
African American women made $.64 to the dollar com-
pared to White men and earn 90% of the pay earned by
African American men (Guerra 2013). Moreover, approx-
imately 10.5% of African American women are unem-
ployed compared to 5.8% of White women. African
American women are also only represented in 11.9% of
management, business, and financial jobs compared to
41.6% of women as a whole; and as of February 2016,
women only held 20 (4%) CEO positions at S&P 500 com-
panies—of which only one is an African American woman
(Catalyst 2016).

The low representation of African American women in
leadership positions is evident in U.S. college athletics as well.
In Predominantly White Institutions of Higher Education
(PWIHEs), White men and women hold approximately 98%
of athletic director positions; and in Historically Black
Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), African American men
hold approximately 73% of athletic director positions
(National Collegiate Athletic Association 2015). Hence in
PWIHEs, African American women represent nontraditional
leaders primarily as a result of being African American and
female. In HBCUs, their underrepresentation is a result of
being a female in a prototypical African American male posi-
tion. In U.S. college athletics, African American women’s
historically low representation in athletic administration and

coaching (National Collegiate Athletic Association 2015)
means African American women holding a leadership
position in the athletic department are likely solos and/
or the first African American women to hold that posi-
tion—especially at PWIHEs.

In order to expand the literature and knowledge of African
American women athletic directors, the differing experiences
African American women athletic directors are afforded due
to the intersection of their multiple marginalized identities is
needed. Limited research on African American women in
sport has focused on student athletes (Bernhard 2014;
Bruening et al. 2005; Carter and Hart 2010; Carter-
Francique and Richardson 2015; Gill 2011) and African
American women coaches (Borland and Bruening 2010).
More recent literature centering on African American women
administrators’ experiences has focused on the influence of
their marginalized identities (i.e., race, sexual orientation, gen-
der) on leadership experiences and outcomes (Abney 2007;
Armstrong 2007; Bruening 2005; Corbett and Johnson 2000;
McDowell and Cunningham 2009; Walker and Melton 2015).
These studies make a significant contribution to knowledge of
African American women in sport leadership, but the analysis
of their experiences has not taken an intersectional approach
(seeWalker and Melton 2015 as an exception)—a perspective
needed in order to fully understand the experiences of African
American women.

The degree to which African American women identify
and attribute their personal and professional outcomes and
attitudes with race, gender, or an integrated black-woman
identity is influenced by personal and contextual factors
(Gay and Tate 1998; Settles 2006; Shelton and Sellers
2000). Race and gender are both important, but Settles
(2006, p. 599) found that Black women Boften see themselves
not as black people or as women, but in terms of the
intersected identity of ‘Black woman.’^ An intersectional
approach considers the meaning and consequences of multiple
intersecting identities on person’s lives (Crenshaw 1989,
1991; King 1988). This theory centers African American
women’s identities and can provide an understanding from
their vantage point, while simultaneously contextualizing their
identities within the context of a social institution (e.g., higher
education). Hence, as noted by Crenshaw (1989, p. 58), Bany
analysis that does not take intersectionality into account
cannot sufficiently address the particular manner in which
African American women are subordinated.^ Therefore using
intersectionality theory as a theoretical lens in the present
paper, we highlight how African American women athletic
directors, at PWIHEs and HBCUs, navigate spaces tradition-
ally under the purview of men. We seek to answer a core
question: What are the experiences of African American fe-
male athletic directors regarding issues of identity, power, and
representation? Moreover, in contrast to literature that posits
one perspective on intersectionality theory (i.e., identities
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intersect with no autonomous effects), we expand
intersectionality literature by advancing arguments for addi-
tive, multiplicative, and intersectional accounts of
intersectionality.

African American Women in Athletic Departments

Extant knowledge of African American women athletic ad-
ministrators’ and coaches’ experiences in the workplace has
affirmed that many African American women athletic admin-
istrators and coaches have been marginalized in athletic de-
partments. They reported having their qualifications and abil-
ities questioned, having resentment expressed towards them
holding key positions, and being perceived as incapable of
successfully performing their jobs. As a result, they experi-
enced pressure to prove themselves on a consistent basis, to
know their job well with minimal or no help or guidance, to
avoid making mistakes, and to take on countless tasks and
roles to prove their worth (Abney and Richey 1991; Benton
1999; Nelson 1999).

In addition to African American women athletic adminis-
trators being perceived as beneficiaries of preferential hiring
selection, as well as dealing with the incompetence stigma
attached to this perception, past research revealed that
African American women in sport have faced obstacles and
barriers (e.g., good old boys’ networks, racism, sexism) that
make their obtainment of athletic leadership positions an ar-
duous undertaking (Abney and Richey 1991; Nelson 1999;
Wicker 2008). The main obstacle African American women
athletic administrators and coaches reported in Nelson’s
(1999) investigation of African American women athletic ad-
ministrators in HBCUs was gender discrimination. The wom-
en specifically noted a lack of administration support, respect,
and decision-making power because they are women.
Moreover, Abney and Richey’s (1991) investigation of
African American women coaches and athletic administrators
at HBCUs found these women reported: (a) earning inade-
quate salaries, (b) a lack of support groups and role models,
(c) having their abilities questioned, (d) dealing with a lack of
respect and sexism from the administration, and (e) facing low
expectations from administrators and others. Similar findings
were uncovered for African American women at PWIHEs
who likewise indicated they dealt with the same obstacles,
but these women additionally indicated that they dealt with
tokenism, a lack of cultural and social outlets in the commu-
nity, and pressure to be the minority spokesperson. Benton’s
(1999) dissertation on African American women athletic di-
rectors revealed similar findings wherein women relayed
feelings of isolation and marginalization, as well as
discussed gender and racial discrimination and a lack
of institutional support as obstacles they had to over-
come during their career development.

These studies provide significant documentation of the ad-
verse organizational experiences and outcomes of African
American women in athletic departments with primarily
White male and female administrators, as well as with primar-
ily African American male administrators. However, there is
limited research on how women in these positions deal with
obstacles and effectively negotiate multiple identities. An in-
vestigation of African American women athletic directors’
experiences warrants a critical theoretical perspective that will
illuminate how societal and institutional systems use identity
to both privilege and marginalize groups.

Intersectionality Theory

Intersectionality theory, as conceptualized by critical race the-
orist Kimberle Crenshaw (1991), was advanced in response to
monolithic conceptions and single-axis responses in legal de-
cisions. Single-axis framework, defined by U.S.-based law,
requires a claimant to identify one category (e.g., race or
sex) to which they claim protection from discrimination
(Sargeant 2011). This single axis framework, therefore, fur-
ther expresses this idea of unjust discrimination by ignoring
the significant influence of intersecting identities on personal
and professional experiences. Crenshaw (1989, pp. 1241-
1242) contends the Bprocess of recognizing as social and sys-
temic what was formerly perceived as isolated and individual
has also characterized the identity politics of African-
Americans, other people of color, and gays and lesbians,
among others.^ Yet, although identity-based politics is impor-
tant, it can be problematic because it essentializes the experi-
ences for Women of Color as the same and/or address inci-
dents of injustice on a singular dimension of their identity
(e.g., sex or race). Intersectionality theory seeks to understand
experiences of the BOther,^ or marginalized people and
groups, within institutions that maintain discriminatory prac-
tices and social inequities. Therefore, it is necessary to illumi-
nate how the intersections of race and gender as well as other
personal and social identities Binteract to shape the multiple
dimensions of Black women’s employment experiences^
(Crenshaw 1989, p. 1241).

In contrast to many intersectionality theorists, Weldon
(2006) asserts intersecting identities are not always mu-
tually constitutive and inseparable. She asserts: Bgender,
race, and class sometimes combine to create effects that
are unique to specific gender-race-class groups [but this]
does not mean that every effect of social structures is
unique to such groups^ (Weldon 2006, p. 242). Hence it
is possible that identities interact and produce three ef-
fects—additive, multiplicative (also called interactional),
and intersectional—depending on social structures at
play, the context, and time. For example, African
Americans and women are perceived as being politically
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liberal; hence, an additive approach (i.e., gender added
to race effects) would suggest African American women
would hold politically liberal views. Multiplicative
intersectionality, however, involves factors combining
in mutually reinforcing ways that magnify each other’s
effects. Thus from this perspective, African American
women would be more liberal than White women and
Black men are (Weldon 2006).

Weldon (2006, p. 243) also differentiates intersectional ef-
fects from additive and multiplicative effects by noting,
Bintersectional effects are by definition effects that cannot be
derived as any function of gender, race, and class considered
independently.^ For example, Ghavami and Peplau’s (2012)
investigation of stereotypes for White, Black, Hispanic,
Asian, and Middle Eastern men and women found nine
unique stereotypes for African American women: big butt,
overweight, confident, hair weaves, assertive, promiscuous,
not feminine, aggressive, and like to eat fried chicken. There
was a significantly greater percentage of stereotypes overlap-
ping between BBlacks^ and BBlack men,^ compared to
BBlacks^ and BBlack women.^ Moreover, of the top 15 ste-
reotypes of women (e.g., emotional, caring, soft, care about
appearance, feminine), none were attributed to Black women.
These findings provide evidence of unique stereotypes of
African American women that Bcould not be obtained by sim-
ply adding gender stereotypes to ethnic stereotypes^ (p. 11).

The Present Study

In the present study, we will use intersectionality theory
to illuminate the effects of African American women’s
identity and manifestations of identity within intercolle-
giate athletics in order to understand how notions of
oppression, discrimination, and social inequities are ex-
perienced. Employing intersectionality theory provides
an opportunity to contextualize and analyze experiences
structurally, politically, and representationally. More spe-
cifically, structural intersectionality refers to Bthe ways
in which the location of women of color at the intersec-
tion of race and gender^ makes their experiences differ-
ent from other racial groups (Crenshaw 1989, p. 1245).
Political intersectionality explores the role political prac-
tices and agendas have in marginalizing women of color,
whereas representational intersectionality explores the
effects of implicit and explicit sexist and racist represen-
tations on the marginalization and objectification of
women of color. Together these intersectionality con-
structs provide a framework to examine how African
American women experience stereotypes that often trivi-
alize systems of discrimination within intercollegiate ath-
letics leadership.

Method

Research Design

In order to explore the current experiences of African
American women in U.S. athletic director positions, a quali-
tative research methodology consisting of face-to-face, in-
depth interviews was employed. Prior to conducting inter-
views, Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was sought
and granted for our study. All interviews were conducted in
Nashville, Tennessee (USA) at the National Collegiate
Athletic Association (NCAA) Convention and lasted an aver-
age of one hour. As opposed to leaving the interview session
completely unstructured, a semi-structured interview strategy
was employed because there were specific issues and con-
cerns of interest to this investigation (Hesse-Biber 2007).
The interview guide questions were based on a review of the
literature, and some of the questions used in the interview
protocol were obtained by permission from Jones and
Shorter-Gooden’s (2003) interview protocol for the African
American Women’s Voices Project. Specific questions in the
interview protocol included, BHow would you define your
racial, gender, and class identities and their importance to
you?^; BHow do your identities (race, gender, class) influence
your ability to work effectively and exert influence in the
athletic department?^; BWhat are the potential benefits and
detriments associated with your race, class, and gender iden-
tities in relation to your position as an athletic director?^;
BWhat are the stereotypes of Black women you are aware
of, and how have these stereotypes affected you?^; and
BHave you ever felt that you needed to alter your behavior
in order to be accepted or fit into different contexts?^ The
interviews were recorded, with the women’s oral and written
consent, and transcribed verbatim. Participants were likewise
informed that only the primary researcher conducting the in-
terviews would have access to the audiotapes.

Participants

The organizational experiences of African American women
athletic directors of NCAA Division I, II and III U.S. intercol-
legiate athletic departments were investigated in our study. An
athletic director represents the highest leadership position in
the athletic department. In 2008, the NCAA’s Race and
Gender Demographics Database reported 6 Division I, 8
Division II, and 2 Division III African American women ath-
letic directors—10 of whom are at HBCUs (National
Collegiate Athletic Association 2015). During the 2014–
2015 academic year, the NCAA reported that 21 athletic di-
rectors were African American women (5 Div. I, 9 Div. II, and
7 at Div. III). The list of names of African American women
holding athletic director positions was generated when a brief
email detailing the research intent was sent to The Black
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Women’s Sport Foundation, the Women’s Sports Foundation,
the NCAA, and Dr. Richard Lapchick, an internationally rec-
ognized expert on racial issues in sport and director of The
Institute for Diversity and Ethics in Sports (TIDES). Thirteen
African American women athletic directors were identified;
however, prior to collecting data, one of the women was
reassigned and another resigned, resulting in a population of
11—of which ten participated in the present study. As of fall
2016, only four of these women still held an athletic director
position. Two are senior associate athletic directors, three
work outside sports, and one retired.

Six of the women were athletic directors at HBCUs at the
Division IAA, II, and III levels; whereas, the remaining four
were at Division IAAA and II PWIHEs. They had been ath-
letic directors for an average of 3 years (Range: 3 months to
9 years), but in intercollegiate athletic departments for 17 years
(range = 8–32 years). Five of the women were married, two
divorced, and three single. All hold advanced degrees in busi-
ness, education or sport management. Ages ranged from 41 to
56 (mdn = 45). Because this is a small population, complete
anonymity could not be guaranteed, but confidentiality was
maintained with the use of pseudonyms. We also avoided
reporting demographic information about individuals that
could be used to identify them.

Data Analysis

The interviews were transcribed verbatim, and NVivo, quali-
tative data analysis software, was used to manage the data and
facilitate the data analysis process. Next, using qualitative
content analysis, the data were coded, categorized, and orga-
nized into themes. First, open coding entailed coding the in-
terviews on the basis of phrases, words, or descriptions used
by the women that reflected issues of identity, power and
privilege, and representation. First-order codes, which
emerged from the transcripts, included words such as
Barticulate,^ Baggressive,^ Bgood old boy network,^ and
phrases/caveats such as Bperceived to be hired because of
race/ethnicity^ or Bhave to constantly prove oneself.^ Next,
the codes were compared and contrasted in search for similar-
ities and differences, and then codes with similar meanings
and connotations were grouped in mutually exclusive catego-
ries. For example, all comments in which the women
expressed that others tried to stop them from being hired or
accomplishing their work objectives (e.g., staff politicked
against hire, crabs in the barrel [attempts made to prevent/
pull down someone from succeeding; if I can’t succeed, nei-
ther can youmentality], resistance to workwith) were grouped
into a category labeled Bfaced resistance from others.^ Other
categories included: Bperformance pressure,^ Bhave to be con-
scious to not reinforce a stereotype,^ and Bsurprised she is the
athletic director.^

Acknowledging that data often have multiple meanings or
interpretations, memos were written to help determine how
best to categorize the data. A Bnode matrix,^ a table that
cross-tabulated the categories with each athletic director, was
also developed in NVivo to facilitate comparing and contrast-
ing the categories for similarities and differences between the
women’s interview responses. Finally, the categories were ex-
plored for relationships and patterns. The guiding analytical
questions focused on causal and contextual factors, associated
effects and consequences, and counter-narratives. For exam-
ple, abandoning part of cultural identity, code-switching, and
acting White to succeed were placed under the theme of iden-
tity conflict and negotiation. Thus, thematic memos were
made about each emerging theme to summarize sentence
and/or passage inclusion criteria, clarify data, and record
emerging insights.

It is important to address the positionality of the authors
because our social identities and positions relative to the wom-
en interviewed could have influenced the stories shared by the
women and our interpretations of their experiences. As
African American women who have worked in varsity and
recreational collegiate athletics, the researchers’ social identi-
ties and some of their personal and professional experiences
mirrored those of the women who participated in our study.
The first author, who conducted the interviews, prefaced the
interviews by sharing how she has experienced various iden-
tity conflicts while working in predominately White and
Black educational settings. As she navigated through these
environments, she employed various identity negotiation
strategies to cope with these conflicts. These experiences in-
fluenced her research interests, which subsequently evolved
into the present study.

While collecting and interpreting data, it was therefore im-
portant that we remained aware of any inherent biases that
could influence the research process and conclusions. We
sought to maintain rigorous standards of trustworthiness. To
enhance research credibility, the interview transcripts and in-
terpretation of the interviews were shared with the athletic
directors in order to confirm the accuracy of the interpretations
and to seek clarification of certain points (Lincoln and Guba
1985; Miles and Huberman 1994). Finally, an inquiry audit
was conducted in which a colleague served as an Binquiry
auditor^ by examining the data, findings, interpretation, and
recommendations to ensure that it is supported by data
(Lincoln and Guba 1985).

Results

In all of the women’s current athletic departments, they repre-
sent significant and historical organizational change and dif-
ference because all participants were the first African
American women to be an athletic director at their respective
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institutions. Each woman had individualized experiences in
the workplace, but five themes emerged to define all or the
majority of their experiences as athletic directors: (a) occupa-
tional stereotyping and gender role conflict, (b) racial and
gender stereotypes and stereotype threat, (c) career constraints
and obstacles, (d) criticism and scrutiny, and (e) identity con-
flict and negotiation (see Table 1). These themes, represented
in at least half of the interviews, highlight the work challenges
associated with their identity as African American women
athletic directors. The findings also include comments made
about their ascension up the career ladder as coaches and/or
assistant or associate athletic directors. Given the extensive
data, we have chosen quotes that best exemplify the experi-
ences of the athletic directors as a group as well as individual
experiences that highlight variances in their responses.

Occupational Stereotyping and Gender Role Conflict

The findings of our investigation revealed a key phenom-
enon that defined and shaped the experiences of the
African American women athletic directors—social and
occupational stereotyping. Occupational stereotyping in-
volves widespread beliefs about the appropriateness of par-
ticular jobs for men and women based on gender

stereotypes (Eagly and Karau 2002; Lifschitz 1983). The
presence and effects of occupational stereotyping was ev-
ident in the athletic directors’ work environments. As a
result of explicit verbal discourses and differential treat-
ment, nine of ten women were cognizant that their status
as African American women was incongruent with the pro-
totypical image of an athletic director at their institutions.
For example, Tiffany’s experiences (HBCU) highlight the
effect of gender and race ideologies on the schematic as-
sociation of maleness with the athletic director position.
Specifically, members of Tiffany’s staff expressed resent-
ment toward her for being the athletic director, and she
expressed how community members were shocked to find
out her level of authority in the athletic department. She
provided the following example:

I was asked to speak at the Association for University
Women and there was a little White lady sitting at the
table with me and she had been in the Association for
years, and they put me at her table and we were talking
and she said: BYou’re the athletic director?^ and I said
yes ma’am. She said, BYou don’t mean that you are the
athletic director over football?^ And I said yes ma’am
and she said, BOh my lord!^

Table 1 Definitions and examples of themes

Theme Definition Example quote(s) Frequency
n (%)

Occupational
stereotyping and
gender role conflict

Comments about judgments made about
the women based on occupational
stereotyping

Erin (PWIHE): I have seen people sort of change their
demeanor because of the role that I serve in. So I do
know that I live in a very real world, where the position
that I serve in, people do not expect to see me as the
athletic director.

8 (80%)
HBCU =4
PWIHE =4

Racial and gender
stereotypes and
stereotype threat

Comments about the presence and effects
of racial and gender stereotypes in
the workplace

Erika (PWIHE): A lot of times people associate quotas
with us, you know, they think we just got the job to
fill a quota.

9 (90%)
HBCU =5
PWIHE =4

Career constraints
and obstacles

Comments concerning social identity-
related career obtainment constraints
and obstacles

Renee (PWIHE): You just wonder if my skill sets were
on a White man’s résumé. If my résumé said White
male, if he wouldn’t be hired.

Clarissa (HBCU): Working in a HBCU you just have that
good old boy syndrome and those men they stick
together like glue.

7 (70%)
HBCU =4
PWIHE =3

Criticism and scrutiny
of qualifications and
judgments

Comments about how the women’s
qualifications and decisions were
disproportionality criticized and
scrutinized compared to previous
athletic directors

Erika (PWIHE): We gotta make sure that we have our
business together, because we’re not given the benefit
of the doubt when we make hiring mistakes.

Clarissa (HBCU): I have a male counterpart as the Associate
AD, who was the interim athletic director, and when I
came in I think that he thought that I did not know what
I was doing.

10 (100%)
HBCU =6
PWIHE =4

Negotiating identity
conflicts in the
workplace

Comments about how the women
resolve conflicts between their
identity and stereotype-based
expectancies and judgments

Ann (PWIHE): And so the chameleon part of what we need
to do I think as minority leaders, to me it is a reality. Leaders
have done it well and gotten access to power and authority,
but it is real and it exists. It would be a disservice to put in
your research that it wasn’t—it exists. We are making sure that
they are comfortable.

7 (70%)
HBCU =4
PWIHE =3

HBCU Historically Black College or University, PWIHE Predominately White Institutes of Higher Education
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Tiffany further explained that the schematic association of
athletic directors with men is a result of larger societal views
of White men being ideal for leadership positions.

The presence of explicit and implicit gender occupational
stereotyping was also evident in Erin’s narratives. Erin
(PWIHE), who first served as the interim athletic director,
was told by one of her colleagues: BIf you think that
<University> is going to hire, not only a female, but a Black
female you have another thing coming.^ Erin also mentioned
that when she is out in the community, it is common for people
to be surprised to find out she is the athletic director of
Bwomen’s and men’s sports.^ Yvette (PWIHE), likewise,
talked about people being shocked when they found out what
she did: BI don’t know if they were shocked because I was a
woman or if they were shocked because I was Black. I mean,
you know, it was just one of those, ‘You’re just working with
women, right? You’re not working with the men?’^
Additionally, Erika (PWIHE) shared her awareness of a letter
sent to the president of her institution from a man who
questioned why the president was hiring a BBlack female.^

Renee (HBCU) and Ann (PWIHE) revealed they were per-
ceived to be administrative assistants instead of athletic direc-
tors. For example, Renee mentioned that when she is in meet-
ings with White men, there is a general assumption women
will fetch the water. To remove all doubt of this being her job,
when a visitor comes in who does not know Renee is an
athletic director and asks her for some water, she immediately
turns to the most junior person and asks for some water also.
Renee further revealed her habit of always taking notes at
meetings and providing other attendees with a copy. She de-
cided, however, to follow the advice of one of her former
athletic directors who told her to stop because she realized to
a certain extent she was being relegated to a secretarial role.
Similarly, Ann remarked how she has been asked numerous
times to go get coffee or water. She stated, BPeople would
peek in my room and say hey can you go get coffee and I
was like ‘I’m the associate AD.’^

Racial and Gender Stereotypes and Stereotype Threat

The characteristic nature of the Bangry Black female^ stereo-
type (Collins 2000) was evidenced by accounts from six of the
participants. For instance, Tiffany (HBCU) commented about
being stereotyped as bumptious and aggressive by noting how
people Bautomatically think that if you are trying to get your
point over you are aggressive if you don’t agree with them, but
then you don’t move your program, then you don’t knowwhat
you are doing.^ Also, a newly hired staff member told Erika
(PWIHE) the staff felt she was Btough to work with.^ She
explicitly relayed this occurrence upon being asked about ste-
reotypes and further commented that it is not common to hear
people assert that White male athletic directors are tough to
work with. Yvette (PWIHE), however, did not view this as a

stereotype African American women solely manage. She be-
lieved being stereotyped as aggressive was associated more
with gender; whereas the angry aspect was associated more
with race. Further, in detailing why Yvette thought she should
not be labeled aggressive and angry, she compared her actions
to a coach yelling angrily at a student-athlete, and asserted that
was an expression of anger. Erin (PWIHE) likewise remained
mindful of this stereotype and commented:

I find that sometimes you’ve got to lull people—well
not lull them I guess into a false sense of security, but
you gotta put them at ease with you, because, again,
you’ve got to overcome those perceptions. Those ste-
reotypes that we are bossy and we are going to take over
if given the opportunity, you know, let them know that
we can be team players as well, and we can contribute
quietly and without having to always be in charge.

Ann (PWIHE) further highlighted the importance for peo-
ple to understand how BBlack women talk^ so they will know:

she is really not going to kick our ass, but that is how we
talk…and she acts this way that is not a sign of disre-
spect. That is not a sign of aggressiveness. That is heart-
felt comfort if she can be herself in the workplace and
embrace that in the workplace.

Clarissa (HBCU) was the only athletic director who re-
layed not dealing with any stereotype threat.

In response to the BAngry Black woman^ stereotype,
Tiffany (HBCU) revealed how she lowered the pitch of her
voice when she talked to men so they did not feel like they
were being scolded. Secondly, she silenced herself by not
making comments in meetings so as to not be labeled a
Bknow-it-all.^ Minny (HBCU) likewise recalled going to
meetings and intentionally sitting, observing, and not provid-
ing a lot of input. Renee (HBCU), who described herself as Ba
very forthright, matter-of-fact, bottom lines results kind of
woman,^ softened her approach with some staff members to
make them more amenable to her demands. Erika (PWIHE)
responded similarly to Tiffany and Minny by playing the
Bmeek and mild role.^

As a result of political intersectionality and identity politics,
the high cognitive availability and accessibility of the
Badvantaged minority^ stereotype was also widespread in
PWIHEs. For example, Erika, Erin, and Yvette were cognizant
that some athletic stakeholders believed they were hired in
response to affirmative action initiatives. Prior to becoming
an athletic director, Erika’s former athletic director at a
PWIHE explicitly told her he promoted her to an assistant
athletic director position because he needed a woman in a
leadership position. She also felt this perception existed in
her current role as an athletic director. Yvette was explicitly
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and boldly accused of obtaining her job because she is an
African American woman.

When Erin was hired to be the athletic director, her mentor
inquired if she thought the president of the institution hired her
because she is BBlack.^ Erin did not think he meant to be
offensive, but was disappointed because he equated her suc-
cess with race and not ability. Erin acknowledged she previ-
ously obtained a graduate assistant position because the head
coach Bwanted to have some diversity on the staff.^ Further,
she originally thought she received some unmerited benefits
because of her identity, but afterwards realized she was just as,
if not more, qualified as others. She commented that a lot of
times when Byou are the only one that looks like you doing
that, you may wonder am I really supposed to be here.^ She
further shared how she used to Bsell herself short or play
herself small^ because she was listening to others’ voices
who believed she was not supposed to be there. As a result
she did not exercise a lot of confidence in herself or live up to
her full potential. Yet with maturity came increased confi-
dence. She stated:

I don’t care if you size me up. It is what it is. The
people’s choice and the opinions it does not influence
me as much as it did before. And you want to be accept-
ed. You want to be liked, but if it does not happen that
way it is not the end of the world, because you can’t
please everybody. So that part I get, but I really have to
be about fulfilling my personal purpose and that is me,
and doing what I feel is called upon inside of me to do.
That is where your freedom comes from.

Ann was the only athletic director, at a PWIHE, who was
not aware of allegations voiced about her obtaining the athlet-
ic director position because she is a woman or Woman of
Color. In fact, prior to landing her current athletic director
position, Ann was told she did not get a position because the
incumbent athletic director was a woman also. Similar to Ann,
none of the women at HBCUs—Renee, Minny, Leigh,
Clarissa, Elina, or Tiffany—were aware of people attributing
their hiring as the athletic director with them being African
American women. Clarissa shared a disheartening conversa-
tion with her collegiate coach in which she asked her coach, a
White woman, about career advice and getting a Master’s
degree. The response was: BI think that will be a wonderful
idea for you to do that...you will probably get a job quicker
than I would if I was to leave here because of affirmative
action... because the market by the time that you graduate
for Black females will be quite open.^ So even before
Clarissa obtained a job in athletics, it was presumed she would
have an advantage in the hiring process because she is an
African American woman. Renee divulged how she had been
selected to be on committees because her institution needed Ba
minority opportunity planner.^ Minny also mentioned that

prior to her being an athletic director, she was able to move
up in her career because they formulated a women’s task
force. These women acknowledged their identity as African
American women might have helped them with prior job ap-
pointments, but like the other athletic directors, they did not
perceive they had a Bbeneficial^ or advantageous identity for
getting an athletic director job.

While striving to prevent the Bquota hire^ or unqualified
perception from surfacing, Erika (PWIHE) mentioned feeling
she always had to have her Bstuff together^ and was very
meticulous when completing tasks. Similarly Erin (PWIHE)
strived to Bbecomemore of a perfectionist^ and went the extra
mile to make sure whenever she communicated verbally or in
writing she Bhas her stuff together^ and made no mistakes.
Leigh also mentioned she tried to prevent being perceived as
incompetent by exerting more effort in her job performance.
When she worked as a head coach at a PWIHE she put in-
creased pressure on herself because she knew she was the first
African American coach at the university. She stated: BI better
know my sport, you know, and I better doggone make sure I
do everything professional.^ This mindset and performance
pressure continued when she became the first woman athletic
director at her university.

Career Constraints and Obstacles

Notwithstanding undue challenges, the women in the study all
successfully obtained athletic director positions. As noted by
Yvette (PWIHE), Banytime that you have someone in a lead-
ership role that is different than the majority…there are just
hurdles that you have to go through.^Accordingly, two prom-
inent career hurdles identified throughout the interviews were
sexism and good old boys networks. The determination of
sexism was made, by four of the women, based on compari-
sonsmade between the women’s résumés and individuals who
were hired instead of them. For example, upon being denied
an opportunity, Renee (HBCU) mentioned that she had a very
similar résumé, business background, and academic history as
the man who was hired. The main difference in résumés was
that he had previously held an athletic director position.
Despite this face, Renee held that Bthere is something going
on there. There is no way that we are 4% of the ADs without
there being some discrimination.^

Tiffany (HBCU), however, made a distinction between ac-
tual and perceived sexism. After serving as the interim athletic
director at that institution, she originally believed she was not
offered the full-time position because of sexism. BI looked at it
at that time that I had the talent as an interim…and so I felt that
I did not get it because I was female, but in reality on paper he
had the credentials and I didn’t.^ Hence in this situation she
reasoned that her unsuccessful attempt at obtaining the posi-
tion full-time might actually have been a result of her qualifi-
cations, not sexism. She did, however, definitively believe
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sexism was the reason some of her staff politicked against her
getting the full-time position. Upon acquiring her current ath-
letic director position, Leigh (HBCU) also had staff politic
against her hiring. She shared the hurt that she felt when other
African Americans sought to prevent her from being hired: BIf
you’re down a barrel of crabs and you’re trying to crawl up
and somebody’s just pulling you back down, and it hurts.^
Renee (HBCU) and Erika (PWIHE) similarly discussed facing
resistance from other Black men and women.

The Bgood old boys^ network was the second major career
hurdle identified by three women working at HBCUs.
Throughout the interview, Minny shared many challenges
(e.g., playing down ability, scrutiny) that she faced because
of her identity, in which the old boy’s network was a major
contributor. She mentioned, BIt’s the old boys network down
here and that southern type of thinking that women should be
submissive.^ Leigh and Clarissa discussed how men stick
together and help each other out. Clarissa compared the chal-
lenges of breaking through the network to the Red
Rover children’s game: BIt is like playing—have you
ever seen the game where kids line up and hold hands
and there is a line on one side and a line on the other
side and you have to run through.^

Criticism and Scrutiny of Qualifications and Judgments

Similar to extant research, another significant finding of our
investigation was that all the women believed they were
judged and treated differently than their male predecessors
were and faced unwarranted criticisms of their abilities and
decisions. For example, despite seemingly similar background
experience as incumbent athletic directors, Leigh (HBCU)
was deemed as not having enough experience to obtain an
athletic director position. Renee and Clarissa (HBCUs) also
had to contend with concerns from staff members about their
ability to handle the position before being given the opportu-
nity to prove themselves. Because these women work in ath-
letic departments with predominantly African American staff,
Leigh’s, Renee’s, and Clarissa’s experiences highlight how
their gendered identity made their experiences in the athletic
department different from those of African American men.

Moreover, some of the women were accused of not know-
ing what they were talking about because they are women. To
exemplify, Tiffany (HBCU) iterated questions directed at her
upon taking the athletic director position: BYou don’t know
anything about athletics. What can you tell me about
football?^ She further mentioned she believes her staff would
receive her suggestions differently if she were a man. Erika
(PWIHE) similarly had a coach comment behind her back that
she did not know what she was talking about. Similar to
Tiffany, she felt a man would have been treated differently.
Ann likewise revealed how members of her staff were skepti-
cal of some of her decisions:

I think I get criticized more easily. I think that if it were
myself and a White male A.D. and we both make the
same comment, mine would be viewed as—I just re-
cently made a decision and I think that if any other
person would have made it, it would have been like that
was a bold move, but mine was considered immature
and incompetent. And I don’t caremuch about that opin-
ion, but if you say who is making those opinions, it is
usually White males…and so you get this sort of extra
critique as a detriment . . . I just know that if I were to
read 3 or 4 stories and they did the exact same thing, and
I did it—why is this critical.

Erin (PWIHE) similarly mentioned: BBut I do believe
sometimes that because being a female, not so much being
Black, sometimes you may get second-guessed and someone
wants to make sure, or is checking to make sure that you have
your facts straight.^

This scrutiny resulted in Tiffany’s and Minny’s (HBCUs)
ideas being ignored and deemed unimportant. Minny provid-
ed an example analogous to the elephant-in-the-room idiom:

But generally you’re the spook—that whole story about
the spook that sat by the door, you really are, you know,
the person in the room in some instances because of
being Black and being a woman people don’t hear what
you have to say. But it’s interesting that they really do
hear what you have to say.

Negotiating Identity Conflicts in the Workplace

Swann (1987) introduced the concept of Bidentity
negotiation^ to reference the processes through which people
establish, maintain, and change their identity (i.e., this is who I
am) in interactions. Identity negotiation is usually not a con-
scious or rational decision; and when personal and profession-
al identities are contrary to and collide with contextual factors,
identity conflict ensues. The women discussed changing how
their identities were manifested in relation to experiencing
identity conflicts in PWIHE and HBCU settings. They, how-
ever, were resolved to remain authentic and true to them-
selves. For example, Leigh (HBCU) and Ann (PWIHE)
employed a chameleon metaphor to describe how they adjust-
ed to their environments. Leigh noted:

I’m that, what is that, that chameleon that makes the
adjustment, but the unfortunate part, chameleons adjust
as a defense mechanism so they won’t be eaten up by
other people. Well I’m not a chameleon because I’m
trying to defend myself, I just make adjustments accord-
ingly to whatever environment that I’m in.
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She exemplified this with the following scenario,

When I’m walking into a president’s office, I better
not be looking like Shaniqua, you know, I better be
looking like someone who’s going to be a leader, to
take a department to the next level, so what can I do
to make sure this woman understands that I’m busi-
ness just like she is business.

In this example, the name BShaniqua^ was chosen by
Leigh to refer to an unrefined African American woman
who exhibited an urban African American working class per-
sona. Ann noted:

BWe are not at a point where people are saying yeah we
accept cultural differences. You mean that you have diverse
people, but they need to act like you. We can be a different
color, but we need to act like you.^

Minny, Erin, and Renee also felt the need to make modifi-
cations to their identity in order to succeed professionally.
When Minny (HBCU) was younger, the thought of altering
her behavior did not exist; but when asked about her work-
place behavior now, she stated, Bover time you sort of modify
and conform.^ Erin (PWIHE), who identified her spiritual
identity as her most salient identity, echoed the importance
of having a Bfluid identity^ and used a scriptural proverb (1
Corinthians 9:20, 22) to articulate how she negotiated her
identity: BI become all things to all people so that I might reach
some. I think that I can adapt to the situation. Not to a place
where I would have to compromise, but to a place where I can
be able to communicate.^

She further noted that she is good at adapting to a context
and group that she might not normally associate with Band still
feel authentic.^ Renee (HBCU), who related her interactions
to the way parents deal with each one of their children differ-
ently, similarly believed that in order to accomplish her pur-
pose for an interaction, different dimensions of her identity
must become more or less salient.

Four of the other women did not feel the expression
Baltering or making changes to your identity^ was an accurate
reflection of what happens. They mentioned guarding certain
aspects of their identity in different contexts. For example,
Erika (PWIHE) mentioned always trying to present herself
as a Bprofessional^ and not letting her guard down when she
was in the office. Therefore, individuals in the workplace saw
certain aspects of her identity she wanted to project. Yvette
(PWIHE) also mentioned not changing her identity. She relat-
ed the way she negotiated her identity to performing in a play
and being on or off stage: B…where you’re trying to advance
your career, you know, those kinds of things, you’re on . . .
When I go home or when I’mwith friends or, you know, doing
that thing, I’m kinda backstage.^ Clarissa (HBCU) asserted
she did not change her identity because she did not think it was
necessary and in doing so it would give an inaccurate picture

of her. She further commented how people need to be true to
themselves, what they are trying to do, and what they are
trying to accomplish.

The majority of the athletic directors who changed, altered,
or guarded their identities, however, did not feel they aban-
doned any of their identities and were still being true to them-
selves. Renee (HBCU) saw herself as Ba very multifaceted
person, very complex,^ who strongly believed her identity
could not be defined simply as Bshe is a Black woman^ be-
cause being a Black woman is not one thing. Ann (PWIHE)
likewise stated the essence of her identity is being multicul-
tural and relating to different cultures. She further mentioned:

It is okay if we say no we are not going to lose our
cultural identity. We are going to bring this to the table
… and if we want to bring that then let’s consciously
bring that into the workplace. But let’s just have a con-
versation about the consequences of bringing that into
the workplace.

Discussion

The African American female athletic directors in our study
had to contend with many identity-related career challenges
and constraints. As delineated in the findings, they faced oc-
cupational stereotyping, resulting in their suitability and qual-
ifications to be athletic directors being judged through gen-
dered and racially stereotypical lenses. Their identity as
African American women additionally resulted in them
experiencing adverse career challenges that they perceived
many of their counterparts did not have to contend. The wom-
en shared accounts of career obstacles (such as sexism), good
old boys networks, and staff resistance that constrained their
career opportunities and achievements. Moreover, upon ac-
quiring athletic director positions, they all reported facing un-
even and gratuitous criticism and scrutiny of their professional
qualification and decisions. Finally, as a result of the stereo-
types and scrutiny that characterized the environments in
which these women worked, they had to negotiate many iden-
tity conflicts.

These experiences affected the women’s ascension into
athletic director positions and also their treatment and behav-
iors upon obtaining a position. Although the women are not a
homogeneous group, athletic directors working in HBCUs
and PWIHEs shared common experiences. Athletic directors
at PWIHEs, however, were the only women to mention deal-
ing with quota hire perceptions; and the good old boys net-
work was only mentioned by athletic directors working at
HBCUs. So, although the notion of sexism is a reality for
African American women at PWIHEs, the belief that
African American men’s adoption of a White male
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organization structure (e.g., the good old boy system) at
HBCUs is a viable reflection due to the stagnant representa-
tion of African American women and dominance of men as
athletic directors. We hold the view that some of these expe-
riences are unique to African American women; whereas
others are similarly (yet not identically) experienced by
African American men, White women, and other Women of
Co l o r. Henc e i n s uppo r t o f We l don ’s ( 2006 )
Bintersectionality-plus^ perspective, we speculate that the ex-
periences of these women can be a result of additive, multi-
plicative, or intersectional effects.

The Athletic Director Prototype

As a result of historical factors and gender-typing, the Bthink
athletic director, think masculine^ stereotype persists in sport
organizations (Burton et al. 2009; Burton et al. 2011). Thus, it
becomes common for women, regardless of race or ethnicity,
to be perceived as not possessing the cultural competence or
stereotypical masculine traits to compete in certain sports,
such as football (McDowell and Schaffner 2011), or to work
in athletic environments (Burton et al. 2009, 2011;
Grappendorf and Lough 2006; Inglis et al. 2000; Sartore and
Cunningham 2007). The women in our study struggled with
similar perceptions and expressed how people were shocked
or disappointed upon finding out the university president hired
an African American woman to fill the athletic director posi-
tion. Some attributed these occurrences to being an African
American woman, whereas others expressed uncertainty as to
whether these statements were influenced more by race and/or
by gender.

The women’s views that components of their identity could
have autonomous effects, however, are incompatible with
intersectionality theory. In accord with tenets of
intersectionality, Weldon (2006, p. 245) noted, Beverybody
is raced, gendered, and classed. No one escapes these social
structures and since no bodies are free from these markings, it
makes no sense to speak of separate ‘gender’ or ‘race’
effects.^ Furthermore, because all aspects of social structures
are not visible, a person cannot easily Btease apart the as-
pects of their experiences that are a product of their gender,
race, or class^ (Weldon 2006, p. 245). Therefore, it is not
surprising the women athletic directors cannot unequivo-
cally discern the root of these perceptions because complex
social structures and interconnected identities make this an
impracticable endeavor.

The occurrence of these perceptions in HBCU and PWIHE
settings does suggest racial identity has a lower influential
effect in comparison to the women’s gender identity.
However, in contrast to some of the women’s assertions that
the basis of these perceptions is gender, we surmise that these
misperceptions illustrate intersectionality effects. To expound,
these examples highlight both representational and structural

intersectionality because the offending persons can draw on
explicit and implicit gender stereotypes that athletic director
positions are male positions and thus, women are less capable
than are men in filling these roles. Additionally, as a result of
directors being in environments where a higher percentage of
African American women work as administrative assistants
(National Collegiate Athletic Association 2015) and a history
of African American women performing servile jobs as
slaves, the BMammy,^ housekeepers or cooks (Collins 2000;
Harley et al. 2002; McElya 2007; Woody 1992), people may
misperceive who African American women directors are and
resort to stereotype use. Given these historical and current
representations as well as structural factors, we argue that
questions concerning these women’s fit and qualifications
are not made merely because they are women, but because
race and class dynamics are also at work.

Identity-Related Stereotypical Expectations
and Judgments

Similar to other African American women in collegiate sport
and corporate settings (Abney 2007; Fulbright 1985; Heilman
et al. 1992; Jones and Shorter-Gooden 2003; St. Jean and
Feagin 1998), the women directors working at PWIHEs were
viewed as beneficiaries of preferential hiring selection. These
notions exemplify the effects of representational and political
intersectionality. Due to early affirmative action practices
(e.g., racial norming, hiring quotas) that overtly used racial
preference in hiring and promotion decisions, diversity and
affirmative action initiatives have been tainted with an endur-
ing negative legacy that Women of Color are hired and pro-
moted on the basis of their sex or race, not merit (Bell and
Nkomo 2001; Cohen and Sterba 2003). As a result, in the
twenty-first century, many African Americans’ attainment of
leadership or prestigious positions is constantly questioned as
to whether it was by virtue of preference or qualifications.
Interestingly, it was found that none of the women at
HBCUs reported being aware of people attributing their hiring
to their identity as African American women. Athletic director
positions at HBCUS are predominately held by African
American men, but African American women have a higher
representation at HBCUs compared to PWIHEs (National
Collegiate Athletic Association 2015); therefore, the hiring
of an African American woman is not as uncommon com-
pared to PWIHEs.

The women also discussed being called tough and aggres-
sive. All of the women stressed they are not angry and aggres-
sive in the workplace. These women, however, may be judged
as overly aggressive or assertive, not as a result of their be-
havior, but merely as a result of being African Americanwom-
en targeted by subconscious stereotypes that distort how peo-
ple view them (Reskin and Bielby 2005). As noted in our
findings, one of the athletic directors deduced that being
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stereotyped as aggressive was associated more with gender;
being angry, with race. Thus, similar to other women, she
viewed her identities as being separable. As aforementioned,
the presence of multiple oppressed identities makes it difficult
to attribute one identity as the sole cause of these perceptions.
For instance, Ghavami and Peplau’s (2012) research docu-
mented that African American women were perceived as hav-
ing an attitude, being aggressive, and not being feminine.
These traits were viewed as unique to African American wom-
en. Being quick to anger, however, was attributed to African
American men. Therefore, the BAngry Black Woman^ stereo-
type appears to be a result of intersectional stereotyping—
Bstereotyping that is created by the combination of more than
one stereotype that together produce something unique and
distinct from any one form of stereotyping standing alone^
(Doan and Haider-Markel 2010, p. 71).

Our examples of women being called tough and aggressive
also highlight how representational intersectionality (i.e., neg-
ative perpetuations of African American women) has influ-
enced the organizational experiences of these women direc-
tors. For example, as a result of typecasting in the media and
of African American women consciously or subconsciously
confirming stereotypical expectations, many African
American women have been stereotyped as having overly
aggressive, assertive, and emasculating dispositions (Collins
2000). These traits coalesce, resulting in many African
American women being embodied as BAngry Black
Women.^ This stereotype is so prevalent and ingrained in
U.S. society that is has become a characteristic stereotype of
African American women—making it readily accessible to be
applied. However, this stereotype had major psychological
and social consequences for these women. First, their job per-
formance was negatively affected because this stereotype
made it harder for these women to be assertive, tenacious,
and dominant—traits identified as critical leadership traits
(Kirkpatrick and Locke 1991). Second, this stereotype result-
ed in increased performance pressure, and the women played
the Bmild and meek^ role to alleviate stereotype threat.

The increased performance pressure and guard these wom-
en placed on themselves as a result of negative stereotypes and
criticisms in the environment is a result of their own self-drive
to achieve, but also influenced by (a) the desire to disconfirm
stereotypes and (b) the belief other African American
women’s success can be hampered or enhanced because of
their performance in the workplace. More plainly, women
directors attempted to manage the perceptions of people by
presenting overt signs of their competence. In doing so, they
placed more pressure and stress on themselves. African
American women in other leadership positions (e.g., corporate
executive, lawyer, teacher/professor) have also testified to the
veracity of the popular precept that African Americans must
work twice as hard as others to get the same results and
responded similarly by overextending themselves to prove

their competence (Jones and Shorter-Gooden 2003; Livers
and Caver 2003). It is important to note how this performance
pressure is self-inflicted as a way to invalidate claims about
their qualifications, but persons who hold such views indirect-
ly place it on them as well.

Identity-Related Criticisms, Challenges, and Constraints

The women directors’ accounts of their knowledge and qual-
ifications being scrutinized highlight the effects of systemic
notions of gender roles and stereotypes that value men’s opin-
ions over women’s. These findings parallel those of other
women athletic administrators who reported experiencing
negative perceptions of their knowledge of collegiate athletics
and scrutiny regarding their capabilities as leaders
(Grappendorf and Lough 2006; Hoffman 2011). Hence there
is evidence to suggest this is not a unique occurrence for
African American women. An examination of the women’s
experiences through an intersectionality lens does, however,
suggest these doubts could be a result of additive or multipli-
cative intersectionality. To illustrate, African American men
and women have been stereotyped as being unintelligent
(Ghavami and Peplau 2012). Additionally, as a byproduct of
occupational stereotypes in sport organizations (Burton et al.
2009, 2011), many women in sport organizations must also
contend with stereotypes and misperceptions that they do not
possess the traits and cultural capital to lead sport organiza-
tions (Grappendorf and Lough 2006; Inglis et al. 2000; Sartore
and Cunningham 2007). These stereotypes could combine
additively or reinforce and magnify each other—resulting in
African American women being viewed as more unqualified
than White men, White women, and Black men. It is impor-
tant to note that the women at HBCUs and PWIHEs, however,
did not analyze their situation through an intersectional lens.
When the women talked about their identities, the majority
discussed them as being separable and attributed the cause
of their differential treatment to being women in general, not
African American women.

Identity Guards as a Strategy for Identity Conflict

Collins (2000) noted that African American women’s lives
consist of a series of negotiations aimed to reconcile how they
see themselves with how others perceive them. This held true
for the women directors in our investigation. Overall, the vast
majority of the women believed, in order to become an athletic
director and to be successful once getting the position, they
had to learn how to effectively negotiate their identities.
Regardless of what this identity negotiation process was
called—being a chameleon, being on and off stage, or being
on or off guard—the reality is that it exists for these women.
Acknowledging their realities, sport organizations can be un-
derstood as a site where identities are negotiated within the
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confines of sometimes contradictory and paradoxical ideolo-
gies and cultural expectations. In order to gain access to and
succeed in these organizations, as well as counteract the ef-
fects of representational intersectionality, half the women felt
they had to tone down their voices and modify their behavior
(Jones and Shorter-Gooden 2003; Yoshino 2007). As noted by
one of the athletic directors, in order to be taken serious
by individuals in leadership positions, an African
American’s expression of racial identity or Bcolor^ will
have to be toned down.

It is common for persons to reveal certain identities in the
workplace, but for non-dominant groups, their marginalized
identities are the ones most often guarded or covered (Jones
and Shorter-Gooden 2003; Yoshino 2007). Our findings doc-
ument the occurrence of Bshifting^ or Brole flexing^ as these
athletic directors negotiated their identity in the workplace by
guarding or changing their behavior when interacting with
White people (Jones and Shorter-Gooden 2003; Shorter-
Gooden 2004). Similar to these athletic directors, African
American women have continually espoused the need to ad-
just their identity to fit the corporate environment—in which
Whiteness and maleness are valued (Bell and Nkomo 2001;
Catalyst 2004; Jones and Shorter-Gooden 2003).
Organizational members come to expect leaders to look, act,
and think in ways consistent with socially constructed repre-
sentations of leadership defined by White standards (Bell
1990; Parker 2001). Therefore, many African Americans in
leadership positions have to contend with two separate, con-
tradicting identities—a strong Black racial identity and a cor-
porate identity defined by White standards (Bell 1990).
According to many of the women in our study, if other
African American women want to succeed and gain ac-
cess to leadership positions, they will need to choose a
corporate identity.

Empowerment through Self-Definition

Collins (2000) proclaimed that the empowerment and libera-
tion of African American women rest on two interrelated
goals of self-definition and of self-determination. She avowed
that when African American women insist on self-definition,
they question not only the validity of what has been said about
U.S. African American women, but also the credibility and
intentions of those trying to define them. Moreover, when
African American women define themselves, they take the
power from those in authority and use it to empower them-
selves. This self-empowerment brings these women the free-
dom to define their purpose and reality. The women directors
we studied remained determined to persevere and succeed in
unwelcoming environments as a result of their strong inner
drive to achieve, but also to help pave the way for other
African American women. Despite obstacles in their path,
they remained empowered by defining their reality for being

an athletic director. They did not give in to voices questioning
why they are athletic directors. Moreover, in spite of the pres-
sure to guard or cover identities, all the women directors felt
they were still authentic: one woman by refusing to guard,
shift or change her identity and the others by highlighting
the multifaceted dimensions of their identity. Therefore,
by actively negotiating a professional, self-reliant iden-
tity in the workplace, they affirmed that they remained
true to who they are.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Our investigation was limited because the perspectives of the
African American women athletic directors were the only
ones sought. Accounts from other members of the athletic
department could provide insights into the prevalence and
density of stereotypes and criticisms in the athletic depart-
ment, and they could serve to question or provide further
support for the contentions these women directors made in
their interviews. Moreover, interviewing other athletic depart-
ment personnel would serve to further bring their experiences
to light so individuals may become cognizant of the dis-
courses surrounding African American women athletic direc-
tors’ personal and social identities. Additionally, our study
should be expanded to investigate similar and different expe-
riences of other African American women coaches and ad-
ministrators working in the sports industry, as well as investi-
gate the prevalence and significance of minor themes (i.e.,
those with less than 50% source representation), such as
Blackness challenged, uneven focus on personal characteris-
tics, work/life balance difficulty, code-switching, lesbian
stereotyping, and playing down ability that were not
expounded upon in the present article. Finally, in order to
portray a more complete picture of the experiences of
African American women working in sports, research should
include more of the positive experiences they have in the
workplace, as well as their voices about the advantages their
identities provide.

Practice Implications

The present manuscript is intended to have an emancipative
function and help others who currently work in this position,
or who aspire to these positions, to understand what it means
to be an African American woman athletic director. We seek
to increase cultural sensitivity by allowing others who work
with African American women to recognize the different and
unique experiences and challenges these women have as a
result of intersecting marginalized identities. Crenshaw
(2015, para. 7) contends: Bintersectionality is not just about
identities but about the institutions that use identity to exclude
and privilege. The better we understand how identities and
power work together from one context to another, the less

Sex Roles (2017) 77:393–408 405



likely our movements for change are to fracture.^ Therefore,
by understanding what identity-related issues African
American women face in athletic environments, researchers
and practitioners can begin to understand factors contributing
to the low percentage of African Americans women athletic
directors, as well as African American women in leadership
positions within and outside sport.

A few of the athletic directors believe some African
American women consciously choose not to enter this profes-
sion because their leadership identity may conflict with their
social and personal identities. Identity research brings these
identity conflicts to light not to discourage African American
women from applying for leadership positions, but to educate
aspiring and current leaders as to what identity conflicts with
which African Americanwomen are dealing and how they can
be lessened. For example, instead of these women having to
play the Bmild and meek role,^ others need to understand that
Ban assertive speaker who conveys strongly held opinions and
ideas is not necessarily one who wishes to exert undue control
over the conversation, to silence others^ (Houston 2000, p.
16). Our investigation additionally found a correlation be-
tween success in leadership positions and identity negotiation
in the form of shifting or guarding identities. This is not a
novel finding; this connection has been documented inside
and outside college athletic environments. Therefore, aspiring
African American women athletic directors should be mindful
of this potential expectation, but also other persons need to be
aware that leadership success should not be correlated with
assimilation and negation of identities. It is important for per-
sons to acknowledge this correlation so they can evaluate their
own stereotypes, biases, and subjectivities that influence their
treatment and evaluation of others.

Conclusion

The present paper highlights the importance of recognizing
how stereotypes intersect to produce differential experiences
for African American women and other Women of Color, and
it seeks to increase awareness of how implicit and explicit
stereotyping influences the thoughts and behaviors of
African American women athletic directors, along with those
individuals interacting with them. As exemplified in the find-
ings, the African American women athletic directors who par-
ticipated in our study were affected by structural, representa-
tional, and political intersectionality. The effects of structural
intersectionality became evident in their reported occupational
stereotyping. The women likewise experienced the effects of
representational intersectionality because societal representa-
tions of African American women likely influenced people’s
perception of these women as aggressive and bossy, as lower-
status administrative assistants, and as having low competence
and ability to be athletic directors. Finally, the politics of race
and gender resulted in these women being viewed as

affirmative action hires because their intersecting racial and
gender identities were viewed as providing occupational
advantages. It is important to mention that although
these three classifications of intersectionality were pre-
sented separately, they intertwine and in many circum-
stances are experienced simultaneously.

Some of the women’s examples suggest explicit and con-
scious stereotype use, but in most interactions, the women’s
narratives suggest implicit stereotyping as a more plausible
explanation for the negative perceptions and treatment some
of them experienced. Implicit biases occur in aversive racists
and sexists who are typically not aware of the influence sup-
pressed racial and gender ideologies have on their behaviors
and decisions (Gaertner and Dovidio 2000). These individuals
would not consider themselves racists or sexists, but their
subconscious biases can affect hiring decisions and evalua-
tions of a person’s competence. Finally, in contrast to the
women suggesting autonomous identity effects, we claim
the women’s adverse experiences are a result of
intersectionality. Specifically, it is surmised that their experi-
ences are influenced by current and historical interlocking
race, gender, and class systems in the United States that have
additive, multiplicative, and intersectional effects on the lives
of these women.
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