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Herein we examine the current state of gender (in)equity within Canadian interuni-
versity varsity sport (U SPORTS). In so doing, we build upon the previous work of 
Canada’s Centre for Sport Policy Studies at University of Toronto (see Norman et 
al., 2021). In our examination, we accessed all 56 U SPORTS universities’ Depart-
ment of Athletics official webpages. We investigated the opportunities for women to 
participate as student-athletes on U SPORTS interuniversity varsity sport teams as 
well as opportunities for women to serve as sport leaders as their universities’ Direc-
tors of Athletics (DAs) and head coaches. Our findings suggest the current situation 
in Canadian universities remains bleak. We also argue that immediate attention and 
action is needed—by multiple potential stakeholders—for meaningful change to 
occur. Finally, considering these findings, we offer suggestions for moving forward 
and creating change.

Keywords: gender, equity, Canada, university, college, sport, women, coaches

Introduction

In 1972, Title IX was created in the United States. However, no such law exists 
in Canada. Consequently, achieving gender equity has mainly been left to individual 
universities. U SPORTS, the primary interuniversity sport system in Canada, has 
attempted to create change. However, real authentic change has been slow. Herein, 
we provide a contemporary analysis of the current state of gender equity in Canadian 
university sport, related to both student-athlete and leadership opportunities. We ar-
gue that the overall state of U SPORTS is fraught with gender inequities. Moreover, 
given that Canadian women have been waiting for two decades for substantial and 
promised change to occur, we recommend that universities’ senior administrators 
(i.e., university presidents) play more of a role in leading policy and action for gen-
der equity if progress is to come. Prior to offering this analysis, it is important to 
consider the Canadian landscape with respect to sport and gender, to provide context 
for the related Canadian university sport system.
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Canadian Landscape
Efforts toward achieving greater gender equity within Canadian sport have been 

facilitated, somewhat, by several enabling undertakings, including the introduction 
of key policies and practices by the Federal Government and its National Sport Or-
ganizations (NSOs). For example, the introduction of Canadian Heritage’s 2009 
sport policy (Actively Engaged: A Policy on Sport for Women and Girls) signaled 
the Federal Government’s continued commitment “to a sport system that provides 
quality sport experiences, where women and girls are actively engaged and equita-
bly supported in a range of roles” (para. 1). Notably, this sport policy’s three goals 
were related to improving opportunities for girls and women as participant-athletes, 
as coaches (and technical leaders and officials), and as governance leaders (e.g., as 
senior administrative staff). The Federal Government’s commitment to these 2009 
goals was reaffirmed (2021), when Canadian Heritage set a goal for the nation to 
achieve “gender equality in sport at every level by 2035” (para. 1). 

Canadian Heritage’s (2009) sport policy offers guidance related to a host of 
endeavors within the broad Canadian sport system. Perhaps most significantly, Can-
ada’s 65 NSOs—the national governing bodies responsible for sport governance, 
program management, and implementation of national initiatives, amongst other 
important functions—all play important roles in attending to Canadian Heritage’s 
gender equity-seeking agenda. For example, Sport Canada’s Sport Funding Account-
ability Framework (SFAF), introduced in 1995, requires NSOs to meet various el-
igibility criteria, including those related to gender equity (Donnelly, 2013; Safai, 
2013). Meeting these gender equity-related eligibility criteria has required NSOs to 
“demonstrate through their policies, programs, procedures, and practices a commit-
ment to equity and access, notably for women” (Safai, 2013, p. 333). Consequently, 
gender equity has been brought to the fore of many of Canada’s NSOs and their 
sports. For example, a focus upon gender equity has become plainly evident in many 
NSOs’ strategic plans (Ponic, 2001; Safai, 2013).

Various other sport- and/or gender-focused organizations have also drawn at-
tention and action towards gender equity in sport through their own advocacy and 
research initiatives. For example, the Canadian Fitness and Lifestyle Research Insti-
tute (CFLRI; 2022) continues to monitor sport participation in Canada, always re-
porting that fewer women participate in sport than do men. Additionally, True Sport 
(2022) has embraced the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
including gender equality and reducing inequalities. In their gender-related advocacy 
efforts, True Sport has problematized the gender disparity that remains in amateur 
sport participation and amateur sport coaching. Lastly, and likely most relevantly, 
Canadian Women & Sport (CW&S) has as its core mission, “creating an equitable 
and inclusive Canadian sport and physical activity system that empowers girls and 
women—as active participants and leaders” (2022a, para. 2). As Canada’s foremost 
organization dedicated to achieving gender equity in sport, CW&S offers publica-
tions, research insights, tools, case studies, grants, webinars, and workshops and 
presentations to a wide-ranging audience seeking support for their own gender eq-
uity-seeking efforts.
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Objective
It is in this milieu that we took on the task of examining the current state of 

gender (in)equity within Canadian interuniversity varsity sport. In so doing, we built 
upon the previous work of Canada’s Centre for Sport Policy Studies at University of 
Toronto. We argue that the current situation in Canadian universities remains bleak. 
We also argue that immediate attention and action is needed—by multiple poten-
tial stakeholders—for meaningful change to occur. Furthermore, we recognize that 
most research on gender equity at the university level has focused on the American 
collegiate system (e.g., see Hattery, 2012; Hattery et al., 2007; Lopiano, 2014) and, 
consequently, herein we attend to the observable gap in the research literature fo-
cusing on the Canadian context. We analyse the context within a gender equity lens. 
Specifically, our analysis is situated in Burke’s (2010) feminist theories on creating 
more opportunity and voice for women. Burke (2010) argues,

it is important to recognize that entry into cultural institutions and practices 
that have a long history of male control and definition may be a necessary 
condition of greater authority for females, but it is not a sufficient condition. 
What women do when they get to play these sports is also critical to the 
development of an/several authoritative female voice(s). (p. 22)

If real change is to occur, we need to ensure that there is meaningful equity (e.g., 
recognizing the importance of training; encouraging and supporting women head 
coaches). 

Our investigation focused upon the most recent 2021–2022 academic/athletic 
year, and two groups of women (and men). First, we investigated the opportunities 
for women to participate as student-athletes on U SPORTS interuniversity varsity 
sport teams. And second, we investigated opportunities for women to serve as sport 
leaders as their universities’ Directors of Athletics (DAs) and head coaches (again, 
of U SPORTS interuniversity varsity sport teams). This multi-opportunity/role focus 
attends, closely, to Canadian Heritage’s (2009) three sport policy goals, as well as 
the necessary multi-focus suggested by others (e.g., CFLRI, True Sport, CW&S). As 
government and non-governmental organizations continue to advocate for gender 
equity in multiple sport roles/opportunities, we have purposely focused upon these 
two areas.

Relevant Literature

U SPORTS
Students at Canadian universities can find competitive sport opportunities in 

a few different contexts. Basically, these opportunities may be found on club sport 
teams, non-U SPORTS varsity teams, and U SPORTS varsity teams.1 U SPORTS 
stands apart from and above both club sport teams and non-U SPORTS varsity teams; 
U SPORTS is the bona fide “leader of university sports in Canada” (U SPORTS, 
2022a, para. 3).2 Certainly, without question, U SPORTS represents the highest and 
most recognizable interuniversity sport system in Canada—similar in many ways to 
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the United States’ National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA; Norman et al., 
2021; White et al., 2013). By U SPORTS’s own admission, “no other sport organi-
zation in the country can match the breadth and scope of such a program” (Beaubier, 
2004, p. 2). 

Originally formed in 1906 as CIAU Central, today’s U SPORTS offers national 
championships in 12 different sports (U SPORTS, 2022a). There are 10 men’s U 
SPORTS championships: basketball, cross-country, curling, football, hockey, soc-
cer, swimming, track & field, volleyball, and wrestling. There are 11 women’s U 
SPORTS championships: basketball, cross-country, curling, field hockey, hockey, 
rugby, soccer, swimming, track & field, volleyball, and wrestling. There are 56 uni-
versities within U SPORTS, in four regional conferences: 11 in the AUS (Atlantic 
University Sport), 17 in the CWUAA (Canada West Universities Athletic Associa-
tion), 20 in the OUA (Ontario University Athletics), and eight in the RSEQ (Réseau 
du sport étudiant du Québec).

Gender Equity in University Sport (and U SPORTS)
Norman et al. (2021) analysed Canadian interuniversity varsity sport partici-

pation opportunities and leadership positions for/by women in the years between 
2010–2011 and 2016–2017. Norman et al.’s review found relatively equal numbers 
of men’s and women’s varsity teams (as well as club teams) in all years within their 
analysis. However, they found that there were more roster spots for men than there 
were for women in all these years. Moreover, when they considered the populations 
of students within Canadian universities, they found an especially pronounced dif-
ference in the proportional roster spots available for men and women (i.e., roster 
spots/100 students)—favouring men. With respect to leadership positions, Norman 
et al. observed that men occupied an “overwhelming majority of coaching positions” 
(2021, p. 217) and that the percentage of men in coaching positions rose over the 
course of their analysis years. Similar observations were made with respect to DAs, 
with men holding around 80% of such positions in all years of their analysis. Given 
there has been such little progress in creating meaningful change since Norman et 
al.’s (2021) analysis of the 2010–2011 and 2016–2017 seasons, we think it is neces-
sary to provide a recent analysis of gender inequities and build on their foundational 
analysis.

Hoeber (2007) examined the gaps and gender equity in one Canadian univer-
sity’s Department of Athletics and found that many individuals rationalize or deny 
observable gender inequities—dissonant responses which reinforce the same staff-
ing and student-athlete complements, thus enabling gender issues to persist. More 
explicitly, Hoeber (2007) argued “the privileging of one version of truth that argues 
gender equity is not a problem over evidence of continued gender inequities demon-
strates that hegemony is operating to perpetuate them” (p. 250). Relatedly, Hoeber 
(2008) interviewed administrators, coaches, and athletes at one Canadian university 
and discovered that most of the participants considered gender equity to predomi-
nately be a “women’s-only” issue and, consequently, implied that gender equity was 
then the responsibility of women to address. Though Hoeber’s (2007, 2008) findings 
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are somewhat dated, we consider them relevant, and we concur with observations 
suggesting university sport is subject to continued hegemony and many individuals 
within it are hesitant to acknowledge the significant gender issues that continue to 
exist. We consider U SPORTS’s culture, in some locations/contexts, to generally 
involve hegemonic masculinity traditions (e.g., “an old boys club”). 

Within an analysis of gender equity in Canadian interuniversity varsity sport, 
it is particularly relevant to examine the lack of head women coaches. LaVoi et al. 
(2019), in Women in Sport and Physical Activity Journal’s special issue devoted 
to women in coaching, described the consistent findings from that issue’s research 
pieces, suggesting they,

further uncover and reveal that structural-level systemic bias is deeply em-
bedded within the culture of sport—the data tell the story. With more data, 
the story plotline becomes sharply focused and illuminates the many obsta-
cles women coaches face and how challenging it is to change the gendered 
system. (p. 136)

The authors emphasized the need for and importance of data in analyzing gender 
inequities in sport, specifically the lack of women coaches. They also provided an 
especially apt metaphor, referring to the current state of women coaches as “the war 
on women coaches” while referencing esteemed gender sport scholar Pat Griffin, 
explaining,

misogyny, sexism, and homophobia. This trifecta of hostility towards wom-
en in athletics is made more threatening in an athletic climate in which 
financial resources are strained to the max and athletic administrators in 
schools large and small buy into the pipe dream of cultivating big time 
football (and men’s basketball) as the salvation of cash strapped athletic 
departments. (LaVoi et al., 2019, p. 136)

It is discouraging that little has changed in over three decades and that wom-
en athletes need to continue to challenge the institutionalized hegemonic masculine 
structures. According to LaVoi and Dutove (2012), it is important for women to be 
represented in positions of power like coaching. When women are not “viewed” in 
these positions, their skills and abilities are often, by their absence, devalued and 
trivialized. The authors have emphasized that scholars often refer to the “glass ceil-
ing” when describing barriers women face in coaching. However, after conducting 
their extensive literature review, they described the barriers as a “labyrinth” as an 
illustration of all the barriers at play: “based on the literature outlined thus far, we 
feel the labyrinth metaphor is more accurate in describing the often unknown and 
unforeseen barriers females face in pursuing and remaining in a coaching career” 
(LaVoi & Dutove, 2012, p. 25). They also highlighted that data support homologous 
reproduction where the dominant group, men, systematically reproduces itself as 
men continue to be hired as coaches and administrators.

Most recently, Finn (2022) examined the underrepresentation of women coach-
es in Canadian university sport and argued it is critical to incorporate the voices and 
experiences of women coaches to challenge the traditional practices and processes 
in university sport, “calling for a more nuanced understanding of women’s work in 
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coaching” (p. 2). Finn, like LaVoi and Dutove (2012), argued that the institutional-
ized hegemonic masculine culture of sport has allowed gender imbalances to contin-
ue in Canadian interuniversity varsity sport.

Finally, it is important to acknowledge that it has been over 20 years since 
Danylchuk and MacLean (2001) argued that the future of university sport in Canada 
would see continued and increasing gender equity issues. For example, they found 
that 78% of DAs (in the then-CIAU) were men in 2001; that percentage most recent-
ly found by Norman et al. (2021) in 2016 was 79%. They also found that despite 
there being equal numbers of men’s and women’s teams at Canadian universities, 
there were more roster spots for men than women (on nine potential men’s teams and 
10 potential women’s teams); Norman et al. found the same 15 years later (albeit on 
10 potential men’s teams and 11 potential women’s teams). Certainly, their predic-
tions thus far remain accurate and, consequently, demonstrate the need for ongoing 
and up-to-date analyses. Such ongoing and up-to-date analyses may provide data that 
is needed for meaningful change to transpire. 

Gender Equity and Gender Equity Policies in U SPORTS (and its 
Conferences)

According to CW&S (2022b), gender equity is defined as “the process of allo-
cating resources, programs, and decision making fairly to all genders without any 
discrimination on the basis of gender and addressing any imbalances in the benefits 
available to people of different genders” (para. 2). CW&S suggests that gender eq-
uity-seeking endeavours require purposeful examinations of organizations’ practic-
es and policies, particularly at those practices and policies that may dissuade girls 
and women from participating. Such practices and policies might include hiring and 
recruitment practices, resource allocation, participation rates, and activity program-
ming. In this investigation, we mainly focus upon hiring and recruitment practices 
and participation rates (which clearly intersect with resource allocation and activity 
programming). 

Beaubier (2004) has made a case for Canada to adopt a policy like the United 
States’ Title IX—a term that “has become a form of cultural shorthand for equity in 
women’s sport” (Staurowsky & Weight, 2011, p. 192). Given that Title IX is now in 
its 50th year, Beaubier has suggested Canada lags, significantly, behind the United 
States in terms of creating gender equity-related laws and/or policies for university 
sport. Notwithstanding this concern, it has been over 20 years since U SPORTS 
began to develop policies on gender equity (Beaubier, 2004). Initially, U SPORTS 
started examining athletic scholarship numbers and, in 2003, decided that their scope 
should be broadened to not only include athletic awards but also consider opportu-
nities to play and coach as well, amongst other outcomes and metrics. Beaubier’s 
call for attention also emphasized that, in 1999, CIS undertook a gender study on 
university coaching and administrator positions. Though for nearly two decades U 
SPORTS has been discussing gender equity policy, limited advancement has seem-
ingly been made, in some areas.

U SPORTS has an equity policy which has been revised multiple times, most 
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recently in 2018. This policy emphasizes U SPORTS’s commitment to equity (that 
treatment of individuals be fair and just) and equality (that all persons enjoy the same 
status and face equal conditions). Sections from this policy especially relevant to our 
investigation include the following:

U SPORTS promote member institutions to assume a leadership role in 
their local and regional communities to encourage young women to pursue 
sport as a career option... 
U SPORTS continue to participate in and lead the development and perpet-
uation of women in coaching initiatives at the post-secondary level...
U SPORTS use equity as a basic principle when considering developing 
any type of partnerships with other agencies or organizations... 
U SPORTS encourages participation in interuniversity competition by as 
many males and females as can be accommodated, both as student-athletes 
and in the fields of coaching and sport administration...
U SPORTS member institutions should have a policy that allocates resourc-
es in a given sport on a relatively equal basis between all-male and all-fe-
male programs. (U SPORTS, 2019a, pp. 6–7)

In 2020–2021, U SPORTS released its Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion Report 
(EDI) 2020–21. The briefing within it indicated U SPORTS rebranded its committee 
from Equity (EQT) to Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI). The report also fo-
cused on governance and goals for 2021–2022. In U SPORTS 2019–2024 Strategic 
Plan (U SPORTS, 2019b), “equity” is listed as its third value after “students first” 
and “excellence.” We note the trend of U SPORTS and its four affiliated conferences 
focusing on EDI. While this is clearly an important and vital trend and action, we still 
have a concern that gender equity continues to be largely neglected. 

Here, it is also important to briefly outline U SPORTS’s conferences’ gender 
equity policies. The AUS has an EDI Committee, as well as a Statement on Equity in 
Sport (AUS, 2016) emphasizing the need for AUS universities to maintain an equita-
ble balance in athletic opportunities for men and women. The CWUAA does not have 
a specific gender equity policy. However, in its Strategic Plan (CWUAA, 2019), eq-
uity and respect are listed as core values. In the CWUAA 2021–2022 By-laws, there 
was an addition of a new role, Vice President of EDI (see CWUAA, 2021). The 
OUA’s website includes a main “EDI” tab. There is information there about an an-
ti-racism report and details about its Black, Biracial and Indigenous Committee, and 
information about its Women in Sport (WIS) Advisory Committee (whose mandate 
is to prioritize gender equality). Finally, the RSEQ (2022) has a Code of Ethics for 
athletes, coaches, and spectators. The RSEQ released a media statement in January 
of 2021 on EDI, and one of the initiatives highlighted then involved women in sport 
(see RSEQ, 2021).

Proportionality
Contemporary discourse surrounding Title IX and gender equity has tended to 

focus on proportionality. Compton and Compton (2010) have argued, for example, 
that proportionality has become a sort of “gold standard” for determining if varsity 
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athletic offerings are in compliance with Title IX’s equal opportunity mandate. Al-
though some critique proportion regulations because they believe such regulations 
position women athletes with an advantage in a manner not “justifiable as a meritoc-
racy-based distribution model” (Compton & Compton, 2010, p. 10). Compton and 
Compton (2010) have responded that,

proportionality is probably best justified as a perfectionist resocialization 
measure aimed at providing girls with a set of alternative viable concep-
tions of themselves either through the role modeling affects [sic] of hav-
ing visible college varsity female athletics or, indirectly, through helping 
to change the social meanings attached to athleticism, specifically, and 
physical agency, more generally. Proportionality is thus best justified on the 
grounds that it encourages girls to develop a set of traits, skills and possible 
self-conceptions that are considered important for their future success and 
also important, more generally, for a rewarding human life. (p. 11)

There is a case to be made that proportionality has potential for human flourishing 
for women varsity student athletes. Williams (2013), from a Canadian perspective, 
has proposed proportionality as a pragmatic solution for gender equity in Canadian 
sport. Specifically, Williams has offered,

gender proportionality should exist between available elite opportunities 
and the population from which that roster is drawn. This is equitable be-
cause athletes of both sexes can expect equal opportunities to rise to the 
elite level…In the university sport context, this population is easily defined 
as the student body or the student athlete population. (2013, p. 26)

Additionally, Williams has maintained that to achieve proportionality there needs 
to be an equitable framework that “allows both sexes the opportunity to reach their 
athletic potential” (2013, p. 32). For Williams, the solution is a pragmatic one, and it 
extends beyond increasing funding. As elucidated in the discussion, we make a case 
that to see meaningful change and improve gender equity in Canadian interuniversity 
varsity sport, specific policies should emphasize and require proportionality.

Investigation

Our investigation has been informed by, and extends upon, the work of pio-
neering others. These others (Donnelly et al., 2011, 2013; Norman et al., 2021), 
working from Canada’s Centre for Sport Policy Studies at University of Toronto, 
have repeatedly found and shared the gender inequity that exists, broadly, amongst 
multiple Canadian interuniversity sport opportunities/leagues. They conduced bien-
nial reviews (2010–2011, 2012–2013, 2014–2015, 2016–2017), releasing two grey 
literature reports (Donnelly et al., 2011, 2013) and publishing one summary manu-
script (Norman et al., 2011).

Our investigation attended closely to these colleagues’ methods and findings. 
More specifically, we have adopted some of their methods, and we present updat-
ed data related to some of their findings. We offer the following extensions, or re-
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finements, in our investigation: (a) our 2021–2022 focus offers an important update 
on existing data five years after the last available report; (b) our focus is purpose-
ly placed upon the lone major Canadian interuniversity sport organization’s (U 
SPORTS) interuniversity varsity sport programs, rather than upon it and others; and 
(c) our focus is also purposely placed upon the four conferences and the individual 
universities within them.

Data Collection
To investigate opportunities for women (and men) to participate as student-ath-

letes, we accessed all 56 U SPORTS universities’ Department of Athletics official 
webpages. There, we tallied all U SPORTS teams that were offered in the 2021–2022 
academic/athletic year. In the small number of instances where this information was 
unclear (e.g., with respect to a university cancelling a season), follow-up phone calls 
with personnel from Departments of Athletics helped address any ambiguities or 
uncertainties. To determine roster spots for each of the 21 U SPORTS teams (10 
men’s and 11 women’s), we accessed U SPORTS’s defined roster spots for national 
championships for 2021–2022 from their most recent playing regulations (see U 
SPORTS, 2022b).3 All men’s and women’s teams in the same sport had identical 
roster spots. Additionally, men’s football had 48 roster spots while women’s field 
hockey had 16 and women’s rugby had 25. To determine proportional roster spots 
(i.e., roster spots per 100 students), full-time undergraduate student populations and 
gender ratios were taken from Maclean’s full profiles of Canadian universities (see 
“Full profile”, 2022), where such demographic information could be found for 53 of 
56 U SPORTS universities.4 

It is important to note here two points about this process. First, because we have 
not included roster spots for track & field, our gross numbers of roster spots are 
certainly less than the number of “real” roster spots possible for men and women at 
U SPORTS national championship events. However, in track & field, equal num-
bers of men and women generally participate as student-athletes so if these were 
to be accounted for within this investigation, the gap between men’s and women’s 
proportional roster spots would actually be greater. Second, the number of roster 
spots made available by coaches is oftentimes greater than what is allowed for at a U 
SPORTS national championship. For example, some football teams may have close 
to 100 student-athletes and some cross-country teams have many more than seven 
athletes. Because we do not know which teams have larger “extra” roster spots, it is 
not possible to make assertions about how this might have impacted our investiga-
tion (with respect to gender differences). 

To investigate opportunities for women (and men) to participate as sport lead-
ers, we accessed U SPORTS’s (2022c) 2020/21 Annual Report as well as all 56 
U SPORTS universities’ Department of Athletics official webpages.5 Again, in the 
small number of instances where this information was unclear, follow-up phone calls 
with personnel from Departments of Athletics helped address any ambiguities or 
uncertainties. We attended to the gender of all DAs and head coaches, relying upon 
names and pronoun-affirming language to confirm the gender of all sport leaders.
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Findings

Opportunities for Women to Participate as Student-athletes
In the 2021–2022 academic/athletic year, there were 323 men’s U SPORTS 

teams and 344 women’s U SPORTS teams. Though there were 19 more women’s 
teams than men’s teams, there were more roster spots (again, excluding track & field) 
for men than there were for women (i.e., men’s = 5,231, women’s = 4,968). Across 
all U SPORTS universities, there were 343,869 men and 461,786 women who were 
full-time undergraduate students.6 This amounted to 1.5 roster spots for every 100 
men and 1.0 roster spots for every 100 women (see Table 1). Such a difference be-
tween proportional roster spots available for men and women may be attributed to 
the observation that in all but four Canadian universities there were more women 
than there were men as students. Moreover, this difference is especially pronounced 
in some universities. For example, St. Thomas University (AUS) has 75% women, 
Brandon University (CWUAA) has 68% women, Nipissing University (OUA) has 
69% women, and Université du Québec à Trois-Rivières (RSEQ) has 66% women.7 
Additionally, some might point to the observation that (men’s) football has 48 roster 
spots—more than any other women’s-only team, by a large margin (e.g., see Norman 
et al., 2021). However, there are still fewer U SPORTS varsity sport teams for every 
1,000 women than there are for every 1,000 men, in every conference.
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AUS CWUAA OUA RSEQ U SPORTS

Men’s 
U SPORTS Teams 54 90 136 43 323

Women’s 
U SPORTS Teams 60 96 143 45 344

Men’s 
Roster Spots 874 1,453 2,111 793 5,231

Women’s 
Roster Spots 867 1,435 1,978 688 4,968

Full-time Students, 
Men 26,631 94,3361 181,057 51,3002 343,8693

Full-time Students, 
Women 34,982 123,9781 232,765 72,4712 461,7863

Men’s Roster 
Spots/100 Students 3.3 1.41 1.1 1.52 1.53

Women’s Roster 
Spots/100 Students 2.5 1.01 0.9 0.92 1.03

1 Excluding students/roster spots from Trinity Western University, University of British 
Columbia Okanagan, University of Northern British Columbia.
2 Excluding students/roster spots from Université du Québec à Montréal.
3 Excluding students/roster spots from Trinity Western University, University of British 
Columbia Okanagan, University of Northern British Columbia, Université du Québec à 
Montréal.

Following is an overview of men’s and women’s university varsity sport teams, 
as well as proportional roster spots for men and women on them, in U SPORTS’s 
four conferences and the 56 universities within them.  

AUS Universities
All AUS universities, other than Cape Breton University (which has equal num-

bers), have more women than men as full-time undergraduate students (see Table 
2). Five universities have equal numbers of men’s and women’s teams and six have 
one additional women’s team. Most AUS universities have similar numbers of pro-
portional roster spots for men and women. Though similar, in no AUS universities 
other than St. Thomas University are there more proportional roster spots for wom-
en. Additionally, at three AUS universities the gendered differences are especially 
pronounced: Acadia University has 9.3 roster spots for every 100 men (compared 
to 5.2 roster spots for every 100 women); Mount Allison University has 9.9 roster 
spots for every 100 men (compared to 4.9 roster spots for every 100 women); and St. 

Table 1
U SPORTS Teams and Roster Spots (excluding track & field), by Conference 
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Francis Xavier University has 7.9 roster spots for every 100 men (compared to 3.7 
roster spots for every 100 women). It is important to note that these are the only three 
universities in the AUS that have men’s football teams. Still, only Acadia University 
has an additional women’s team. Both Mount Allison University and St. Francis 
Xavier University offer equal numbers of teams, despite having some of the poorest 
numbers with respect to gender equity in varsity sport roster spots.

CWUAA Universities	
All CWUAA universities (again, excluding Trinity Western University, Univer-

sity of British Columbia Okanagan, and University of Northern British Columbia) 
have more women than men as full-time undergraduate students (see Table 3). Ten 
universities have equal numbers of men’s and women’s teams and five have one ad-
ditional women’s team. One other (University of Victoria) has two additional wom-
en’s teams, and one other (University of Saskatchewan) has one additional men’s 
team. Most CWUAA universities have similar numbers of proportional roster spots 
for men and women. Though similar, in no CWUAA universities other than Univer-
sity of Victoria and University of Winnipeg are there more proportional roster spots 
for women. Additionally, at three CWUAA universities the gendered differences are 
especially pronounced: Brandon University has 4.2 roster spots for every 100 men 
(compared to 1.3 roster spots for every 100 women); University of Regina has 2.3 
roster spots for every 100 men (compared to 1.3 roster spots for every 100 women); 
and University of Saskatchewan has 1.8 roster spots for every 100 men (compared 
to 0.9 roster spots for every 100 women). Two of these three universities have men’s 
football teams (University of Regina and University of Saskatchewan). University 
of Regina has an additional women’s team and University of Saskatchewan offers an 
additional men’s team. Given that University of Saskatchewan’s student population 
is 56% women, and these women have one half as many roster spots as do men, it 
is curious that they would be an outlier institution offering more men’s teams than 
women’s teams.

OUA Universities
All OUA universities (other than Ontario Tech University, Royal Military Col-

lege of Canada and University of Waterloo) have more women than men as full-time 
undergraduate students (see Table 4). Ten universities have equal numbers of men’s 
and women’s teams and eight have one additional women’s team. Two others (Royal 
Military College of Canada and University of Windsor) have one additional men’s 
team. Most OUA universities have similar numbers of proportional roster spots for 
men and women. Though similar, in no OUA universities other than Ontario Tech 
University and Royal Military College of Canada are there more proportional roster 
spots for women. Both universities have fewer women than men; they also have very 
few U SPORTS teams (four at Ontario Tech University and two at Royal Military 
College of Canada). Additionally, at two OUA universities the gendered differences 
are especially pronounced: Nipissing University has 7.2 roster spots for every 100 
men (compared to 3.2 roster spots for every 100 women) and University of Windsor 
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has 2.8 roster spots for every 100 men (compared to 1.4 roster spots for every 100 
women). As was the case with the CWUAA’s University of Saskatchewan, given 
that University of Windsor’s student population is 56% women, and these women 
have one half as many roster spots as do men, it is curious that they would be another 
outlier institution offering more men’s teams than women’s teams.

RSEQ Universities
All RSEQ universities (again, excluding Université du Québec à Montréal) 

have more women than men as full-time undergraduate students (see Table 5). Three 
universities have equal numbers of men’s and women’s teams and four have one 
additional women’s team. One other (Université de Sherbrooke) has one additional 
men’s team. Most RSEQ universities have similar numbers of proportional roster 
spots for men and women. Though similar, in no RSEQ universities are there more 
proportional roster spots for women. Additionally, at two RSEQ universities the gen-
dered differences are especially pronounced: Université du Québec à Trois-Rivières 
has 2.9 roster spots for every 100 men (compared to 1.4 roster spots for every 100 
women) and Université de Sherbrooke has 3.0 roster spots for every 100 men (com-
pared to 0.9 roster spots for every 100 women). Once again, as was the case with 
the CWUAA’s University of Saskatchewan and OUA’s University of Windsor, given 
that the Université de Sherbrooke’s student population is 55% women, and that these 
women have less than one half as many roster spots as do men, it is curious that they 
would be another outlier institution offering more men’s teams than women’s teams.
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Opportunities for Women to Participate as Sport Leaders
Men, as DAs, hold most of the senior sport leadership positions at U SPORTS 

universities (see Table 6). Across U SPORTS, they hold 37 of the 55 (67.3%) DA 
positions. This gender inequity is especially pronounced in the AUS (eight men to 
two women) and the CWUAA (14 men to three women). The largest conference in 
U SPORTS (the OUA) boasts a more equitable distribution of DAs (half are women) 
and the smallest conference (the RSEQ) has a near-equitable distribution of DAs 
(five men to three women).

With respect to head coaches, we have presented here “core” teams as those that 
are common amongst most U SPORTS universities, include a full-time salaried head 
coach, and have separate men’s and women’s coaches. So, these core teams include 
basketball, football (men), hockey, rugby (women), soccer, and volleyball (and ex-
clude curling and field hockey [women]). We have also presented head coaches of 
“co-ed” teams. These are teams that are almost always offered to men and women, 
and are normally coached by the same individual (i.e., very few exceptions exist). 
These co-ed teams include swimming, track & field, and cross-country. 

Table 6
Sport Leadership Positions (Director of Athletics, Head Coach) by U SPORTS 
Conference (men:women, and by percentage) 

AUS CWUAA OUA RSEQ U SPORTS

Director 
of Athletics

8:2
80.0% men 

20.0% women

14:3
82.4% men

17.6% women
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50.0% men

50.0% women

5:3
62.5% men
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67.3% men

32.7% women
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31:0
100.0% men
0.0% women

58:0
100.0% men
0.0% women
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98.6% men

1.4% women
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100.0% men
0.0% women
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100.0% men
0.0% women
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28:8
75.0% men

25.0% women
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66.1% men

33.9% women
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57.1% men

42.9% women
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71.4% men

28.6% women
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65.5% men

34.5 % women
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20.5:2.5
89.1% men

10.9% women

24:5
82.8% men

17.2% women

39.5:7.5
84.0% men

16.0% women

17:0
100.0% men
0.0% women

101:15
87.1% men

12.9% women

As might be expected, every core men’s team in U SPORTS was head coached 
by men. However, men also continued to hold most head coaching positions for core 
women’s teams as well. Again, though, the OUA is a stand-out leader amongst the 
four conferences in this respect. That is, in the OUA, women held 42.9% of these 
head coaching positions. Certainly, the CWUAA is trending in the right direction 
with 33.9% of their positions being held by women. However, the AUS and RSEQ 
fail again here; only 25.0% and 28.6% (respectively) of their women’s teams were 
head coached by women. The co-ed teams were head coached almost entirely by 
men; in the RSEQ all these teams were coached by men.
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A closer consideration of the head coaching opportunities for universities with-
in the four U SPORTS conferences enables one to, again, see which Departments 
of Athletics (and DAs leading them) are contributing to (and pushing against) this 
move towards greater gender equity in university head coaching (see Tables 7–10). 
These data are presented in two manners. First, we offer the numbers of teams that 
have men and women as head coaches. Second—because many head coaches coach 
multiple teams (e.g., cross-country and track & field, men’s wrestling and women’s 
wresting, etc.) and most universities, resultantly, have fewer head coaches than they 
do varsity sport teams—we also offer the total number of men and women head 
coaches at each university.
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Table 10
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 While most universities are wanting for women head coaches, it is a concerning 
observation that several universities have only one, or not even one, woman head 
coach. Most concerning, to us, are the larger universities with multiple women’s 
teams without a single woman head coach. Within the AUS, this includes St. Francis 
Xavier University and University of Prince Edward Island (both with six women’s 
teams). Within the CWUAA, this includes Thompson Rivers University (with four 
women’s teams) and University of Lethbridge (with five women’s teams). Within the 
OUA, this includes Algoma University, Laurentian University, and Trent University 
(all with five women’s teams). Within the RSEQ, this includes Bishop’s University 
(with four women’s teams), Université du Québec à Montréal (with five women’s 
teams), and Université Laval (with seven women’s teams).

Discussion

Since Norman et al.’s (2021) last consideration of sport leadership and partic-
ipant opportunities for women in U SPORTS, over five years ago, not much has 
changed. Certainly, our investigation has revealed that the current situation in Cana-
dian universities remains bleak, and that the hashtag #USportsSoMale unfortunately 
seems to remain appropriate. Notwithstanding these sorts of discouraging observa-
tions, we do recognize some localized (by conference and university) encouraging 
observations too. In some of these other institutions, achieving gender equity seems 
to be a bona fide ambition—if one sees, as we do, providing equitable opportunities 
for women to participate in U SPORTS as sport leaders and student-athletes as evi-
dence of such ambition. 

In almost every university, there are more proportional roster spots for men 
than there are for women. As mentioned, though many universities may have similar 
proportional roster spots for men and women, in only five (of 56) universities are 
there more proportional roster spots for women. Such a disproportionate favoring 
of opportunities for men cannot be due to chance. Nor can it be deemed negligi-
ble. For example, though many of these universities’ “similar” proportional roster 
spots may seem promising, they still represent very real differences in opportunity. 
For example, as a whole, U SPORTS’s 1.5 roster spots for every 100 men are 50% 
higher than its 1.0 roster spots for every 100 women. Only the OUA, with 1.1 roster 
spots for every 100 men and 0.9 roster spots for every 100 women, can claim any 
sort of semblance of equity. All three other conferences ought to recognize that they 
are demonstrably behind their OUA counterpart with respect to proportional roster 
spots for women. We speculate that the OUA’s near-equitable roster spots may be 
due to their strong commitment to EDI. Based on information on their website, they 
have been active and dedicated to improving gender equity (e.g., through specialized 
committees) and recognize the importance of redressing inequities. And, at a more 
micro level, immediate attention and action are needed at some universities (i.e., 
particularly Acadia University, Mount Allison University, St. Francis Xavier Uni-
versity, Brandon University, Nipissing University, and Université de Sherbrooke) to 
redress their especially poor proportional roster spots for their women students. We 
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note again that the proportional roster spots we offer here differ from Norman et al.’s 
(2021) for reasons previously outlined. (We did not include non-U SPORTS teams’ 
roster spots, roster spots above those afforded by U SPORTS for national champi-
onships, or roster spots for track & field.) But the observation remains that there are 
almost always more proportional roster spots afforded to men than to women. 

The numbers of men’s and women’s teams at U SPORTS universities deserves 
some attention here too. As mentioned, U SPORTS has one more women’s sport than 
it does men’s sports. Due to the large rosters on men’s football teams, this inequality 
in the number of teams was meant to provide more equal numbers of competition op-
portunities for women. So, given this, coupled with the observation that almost every 
university in Canada has more women than men as students, it is odd that so many 
universities would offer equal numbers of men’s and women’s teams. Of course, the 
more pronounced the difference between men and women students, the greater this 
issue becomes. Why do universities with student populations with, say 60%–70% 
women, continue to offer equal numbers of U SPORTS varsity sport teams? The 
six AUS universities, six CWUAA universities, eight OUA universities, and two 
RSEQ universities with an additional women’s team (University of Victoria has two 
additional women’s teams) might be looked to as exemplars with respect to being 
responsive to calls for more gender equitable opportunities for sport participation. 
The sport offerings at the three Canadian universities with more men’s teams than 
women’s teams, despite having fewer men students than women students (i.e., Uni-
versity of Saskatchewan, University of Windsor, Université de Sherbrooke), needs 
immediate attention.

To these observations and responses related to proportional roster spots and 
teams, we recognize some might make mention of the many other non-U SPORTS 
opportunities available, particularly at OUA and RSEQ universities. But, to this we 
offer two points to consider. First, previous research has indicated that the inequity in 
roster spots is greater when these additional teams are considered (see Normal et al., 
2021). Second, we believe that adding roster spots and/or teams for women in non-U 
SPORTS sports/teams is not an appropriate strategy for achieving greater equity in 
sport. That is, by adding what amounts to “second tier” teams and roster spots, noth-
ing is being done to afford women more opportunities within Canada’s highest and 
most recognizable interuniversity sport system.

Across U SPORTS, opportunities for women to lead as universities’ DAs are 
greater than they were in 2016–2017 (Norman et al., 2021). Though women occu-
pied about 20% of these positions for the first 20 years of the century, the 2021–2022 
academic/athletic year saw women holding 18 of these 55 positions (32.7%; one 
university’s DA position was vacant). But only two conferences can really claim any 
credit for this advancement; two others have made no improvements, whatsoever, 
in this area. So, with 32.7% of these positions now being held by women, attention 
might be placed upon U SPORTS conferences and universities within them that are 
contributing to (and pushing against) this move towards greater gender equity. Cer-
tainly, it is plainly obvious that U SPORTS’s largest conference, the OUA, is the 
stand-alone leader in this regard—where women currently hold half of these DA po-
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sitions. The RSEQ is nearly equitable in this area, while the AUS and the CWUAA, 
unfortunately, have only five women DAs across their 27 universities.

Coaching opportunities for women, as was the case for DA opportunities for 
women, were greatest in the OUA. For example, with respect to women’s teams in 
the OUA, 11 of 18 basketball teams were coached by women, eight of 14 hockey 
teams were coached by women, and five of 12 rugby teams were coached by women. 
There is only one instance of women coaching such near equitable or equitable per-
centages of women’s (or co-ed) teams. That is, the only other exception is CWUAA 
women’s basketball (eight of 17 with women coaching). Clearly, despite the OUA’s 
leadership in this regard, there is little to celebrate here. Additionally, the absence of 
women head coaching any of the men’s core teams and very few of the co-ed minor 
teams is in-line with similar findings from the NCAA over a decade ago (Kamphoff 
et al., 2010). That women continue to be underrepresented as head coaches needs 
attention and action. The evidence of an overall lack of women in these leadership 
positions as head coaches speaks to the continued patterns of gender discrimination 
faced by women sport coaches identified by others (e.g., see LaVoi & Silva-Breen, 
2022). 

Like Williams (2013), we believe equity in sport “does not necessarily mean 
equal participant numbers or equal recognition for men’s and women’s sports” (Wil-
liams, 2013, p. 22). But, with respect to sport leadership opportunities (as DAs and 
head coaches), we do believe a more ideal environment ought to see near equal num-
bers of women and men. Our gender equity “agenda” aside, we also know that other 
benefits likely abound. For example, women university student-athletes coached by 
women are much more likely to remain in subsequent coaching roles themselves 
(Wasend & LaVoi, 2019). Given our ardent agreement with the proportionality prin-
ciple, we do believe an equitable U SPORTS would have an equitable number of 
teams and roster spots for women. In practice, this would mean more women’s teams 
than men’s teams at most Canadian universities and many more gross roster spots (so 
that proportional roster spots were even).

There are clearly some systemic failures here. U SPORTS, its four conferences, 
and many individual universities must face and address these. Certainly, some of the 
macro-systems here (e.g., U SPORTS and the four conferences) may make some 
concerted efforts to redress the gender inequities that remain. But, individual uni-
versities, as micro-systems themselves, have some work to do. And, in the absence 
of such individual institutional efforts, they ought to be forced to, at least, face the 
findings found within this examination. That is, calling attention to this gender ineq-
uity as and micro-level systemic failure necessarily names and shames some of the 
worst institutions. 

Considering our findings, we also recognize possibilities for ongoing and con-
tinued research, for ourselves and/or like-minded colleagues. While our own ex-
amination of the current state of gender (in)equity within Canadian interuniversity 
varsity has been presented in an almost-entirely descriptive manner, future research 
might purposefully and explicitly consider accompanying micro- and macro-level 
factors (as have Burton & Lavoi [2016] and Fink [2015]). Additionally, future re-
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search might also consider available additional data to determine explanatory and 
predictive relationships of several important variables (e.g., Cunningham & Nite 
[2020] with respect to LGBT inclusiveness). Certainly, such research—particularly 
within the Canadian U SPORTS context—is warranted and wanting.   

Possibilities for U SPORTS and Universities’ Senior Administrators
This analysis provided herein is most necessary to continue to challenge insti-

tutionalized gender inequities within U SPORTS, its four affiliated conferences, and 
the 56 universities within them. Therefore, we offer the following suggestions for 
action and attention, by various stakeholders. 

Norman et al.’s (2021) recommendations for policy change still stand. U 
SPORTS should create policies with proportionality as a primary point of consider-
ation. More specifically, existing and future gender equity policies ought to be (re)
written to attend to the proportionality principle. These policies should be overarch-
ing and be mandated within each of the four conferences. As noted in the introduc-
tion, U SPORTS should adhere to the Federal Government’s commitment to gender 
equity (see Canadian Heritage, 2009)—reaffirmed in 2021 when Canadian Heritage 
set a goal for the nation to achieve “gender equality in sport at every level by 2035” 
(para. 1). We argue this can be achieved with proportionality.

U SPORTS also needs to recognize the significant inequities for women in lead-
ership roles in each conference (DAs and head coaches). The OUA should be cele-
brated and considered an exemplar for creating meaningful change and improving 
opportunities for women in these leadership roles. U SPORTS ought to be concerned 
with the gender imbalance in its leadership roles and should work with conferences 
and universities’ DAs to create more opportunities for women through education and 
a strong commitment for gender equity.

Given that improvements in gender equity have taken two decades for substan-
tial change to occur, we recommend that universities’ senior administrators (i.e., uni-
versity presidents) play more of a role in leading policy and action for gender equity. 
This may be considered problematic for some as it removes some governance and 
decision making from U SPORTS (and, perhaps, from DAs) and shifts these respon-
sibilities to individual universities. However, the current system is not working and 
has been too slow to change. University presidents must be called upon to account, 
and to act. 

Universities’ senior administrators must recognize the gender inequity in De-
partments of Athletics across the country (and within their own universities). In the 
last decade, Canadian universities have undergone various initiatives to increase EDI 
(in curriculum, in faculty complements, in research, etc.). We argue that this com-
mitment to EDI must be extended to varsity sport and women (athletes, coaches, and 
DAs). Campbell (2021) argues,

thus, while EDI education underscores that bias is not blameworthy, its ef-
fectiveness depends on communicating to participants’ [sic] their responsi-
bility for future conduct, once aware of their own implicit preferences and 
biases. (p. 56)
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Being committed to gender equity in interuniversity varsity sport also requires 
senior administrators to understand, value, and appreciate university sport. When 
considering EDI practices and policies in universities, we argue that university sport 
and gender equity need to be part of that commitment. Finally, Canadian university 
presidents ought to also be part of this shift by demanding a commitment to improv-
ing gender equity within their Departments of Athletics. Such an effort might include 
purposeful leadership and/or mentorship related to working with their DAs, particu-
larly for those presidents who have DAs who currently lead programs characterized 
by flagrant gender inequity. Given the lack of gender equity laws for university sport 
in Canada, it is most necessary to complete these investigations and to hold those in 
positions of power accountable.

Moreover, it is equally important that U SPORTS women athletes have a voice 
and are empowered to be part of the change. As UN Women (2020) offer, “women 
and girls must be equally participants and leaders in the process of building back 
better, so their gains are not lost, and a better future for all becomes a reality, where 
women and girls can participate in, work with, govern and enjoy sport on an equal 
playing field” (p. 6).
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Notes
1. Club sport teams may or may not be sanctioned by four regional conferences. 

For example, in the AUS and CWUAA conference universities, students may com-
pete on badminton, men’s rugby, lacrosse, and baseball club sport teams (amongst 
others), though none of these sports’ competitions fall within defined AUS or 
CWUAA conference structures (e.g., they do not have AUS/CWUAA competitions 
and championships). Alternatively, within the OUA and RSEQ conference universi-
ties, students may compete on golf, tennis, figure skating, and squash club sport and/
or non-U SPORTS varsity teams (again, amongst others), and most of these sports’ 
competitions do fall within defined OUA and RSEQ structures (e.g., they have OUA/
RSEQ competitions and championships).

2. U SPORTS (2016–present) has a 115-year history that has seen its name 
change three times. Previously, U SPORTS was Canadian Interuniversity Sport 
(CIS; 2001–2016), Canadian Interuniversity Athletic Union (CIAU; 1961–2001), 
and Canadian Interuniversity Athletic Union Central (CIAU Central; 1906–1955).

3. These roster spots do not include track & field, where universities are not 
allocated pre-determined roster spots; they are based on student-athletes’ performance 
at conference championship meets. Also, though the U SPORTS’s women’s hockey 
playing regulations indicated that there are 23 roster spots, the men’s hockey playing 
regulations did not list this. So, we have used 23 roster spots for men’s hockey as 
well.

4. Though full-time undergraduate and graduate students may play on U 
SPORTS teams, we recognize that most student-athletes are U SPORTS participants 
as full-time undergraduate students. So, the proportional roster spots offered here are 
relative to full-time undergraduate students. These values would be lower (for men 
and women) if full-time graduate students were also included. 

5. This was done within a two-month period, from April to May 2022. Certainly, 
some staffing changes of coaches and DAs may have occurred during and after this 
bounded period.

6. Excluding those unaccounted for from Trinity Western University, University 
of British Columbia Okanagan, University of Northern British Columbia, and 
Université du Québec à Montréal.

7. The lone three universities with more men than women are all in the OUA: 
Ontario Tech University, Royal Military College of Canada, University of Waterloo.
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