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Abstract  

The professional era of Kenyan sports has allowed women onboard as competitors while 

limiting their role in top management. This article argues that the interests of stakeholders 

influence the meaning of sports which in turn influences the gendering of aspects of sports 

including management.  Commercialization is, arguably, the most powerful defining force of 

professional sports. The article therefore follows the evolution of professionalization to 

understand the impact of commercialization on gender parity in management of athletics and 

football in Kenya. It collected and examined primary and secondary data, employed the 

historical method of external and internal criticism to establish authenticity of sources and 

veracity of information they provided. It used inductive reasoning to argue. The article 

established that the combination of professionalization and commercialization of sports with 

social, cultural and political factors have perpetuated male dominance in management of 

Kenyan sports. 
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Introduction 

Kenya first wrote its comprehensive sports policy in 2013. The policy defined professional 

sports as those for which a contract for engagement and remuneration has been entered into 

by a club or sports organization and sportspersons. Contracts can also be signed between a 

player and a team; between commercial firms or agents; between a team and a commercial 

firm; between local federations and commercial firms among others (Sports Act 2013).  

Commercialization is perhaps the most defining feature of professional sports. The 

desire to understand the impact of commercialization on global sports has led to emergence 

of two schools of thought on the subject. One school holds that commercialization 

accompanied by commoditization and consumerism eroded the moral values of amateur 

sports. The theory of culture industry propounded by theorists like Theo Adorno and Walter 

Benjamin is an example of critical concerns with the impact of commercialization of sports 

and other forms of culture The other school holds that instead of folding back amateurism, 

commercialization added layers of meaning to the existing ones ((Horkheimer & Adorno2002: 

95). How does the continued commercialization of sports in Kenya gender their management? 

Scholars have sought to unpack the gender puzzle in the management of sports in 

contemporary Kenya. Some studies have drawn a direct relationship between the number of 

women participants and the role of women in sports management. This school of thought 

overlooks the progress in participation as exemplified by near parity in Kenya’s teams in 

international competitions. Some studies have pointed out that the gerontocracy of traditional 

societies easily seeps into sports to disadvantage women in sports management. Other studies 

have chosen to celebrate Kenyan women who have broken the glass ceiling in sports 

management. By highlighting women's journeys in sports, such studies hope to not only 

expose barriers in women's pursuit of top positions in sports management and how to 

navigate them but also serve as exemplars to inspire other women (See Simiyu 1990, Simiyu 

et al 2003, Simiyu 2016 and Mbaha 2012). This multi-dimensional literature has deepened 

the understanding of gender inequality in sports management in Kenya. Nonetheless, 

knowledge gaps exist on how the interplay of professionalization, commercialization, social, 

cultural, and political factors have structured gender inequality in sports management. This 

article examined primary and secondary sources to understand how the interplay reproduces 

athletics and football management as male domains. 

 

Evolution in Commercialization of Athletics and Football in Kenya 

The establishment of the Colony Sports Office in 1954 prepared the ground for the 

professionalization and commercialization of athletics and football in Kenya. One of the first 

tasks of the office was to help Kenyan athletes develop qualities to enable them to compete 

favorably in the 1954 British Empire and Commonwealth Competitions. The term 

professionalization in this sense implied months of training before such international 

competitions. Archie Evans, the Colony Sports Officer emphasized the need for longer 

periods of training if the athletes were to build up strength, speed, endurance, flexibility, and 
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technique to make it to the standards of international champions of the time (Evans 1954: 6). 

With this in mind, the office endeavored to expose Kenyan athletes to rigorous training 

regimes. When Kenya attained independence the office retained its mandate and the mode of 

operation (KNA/QB/20/24: Provincial Sports Officers Conference). 

The seeds of dominance in amateur middle and long-distance running planted in the 

colonial environment culminated in Kenya's success in international competitions after 

independence. The success of Kenyan athletes on the eve of independence stimulated interest 

and self-belief among aspiring athletes. Paul Sang, an accomplished athlete, and coach 

explained, “Our first experience in the international competition was so positive. We won 

medals from the word go thereby setting the bar for upcoming athletes. That bar is that if you 

win anything less than gold, you are not good enough” (Sang qtd. in Last Milestone 2019). 

This early success set athletics apart from other sports in terms of professionalization. 

Financial rewards for professional athletes started flowing after the International 

Olympic Committee (IOC) and International Amateur Athletic (IAAF) started to 

accommodate the payment of athletes. During the tenure of Juan Antonio Samaranch at the 

IOC helm (1980 – 2001) and Primo Nebiolo at the IAAF (1981 – 1999) world athletics 

became fully commercialized (Gachuhi, interview) [The journey toward professionalizing 

athletics received a major boost in 2001 when the IAAF Congress voted for the organization 

renaming to International Association of Athletics Federations while retaining the same 

initials]. This opened financial opportunities for Kenyan athletes. Besides bringing glory to 

Kenya, athletics became an important source of income. The continued dominance by Kenya 

in international competitions is sustained by the strong sense of professionalism with which 

its athletes take to the sport. In the words of Eliud Kipchoge, “What makes Kenya dominate 

is because athletes treat the sport as a profession” (Kipchoge qtd. in Last Milestone 2019). 

However, as Kenya established dominance throughout the second half of the 

twentieth century, it was criticized for deriving global prestige through athletics while doing 

nothing for the sport in return. Bruce Tulloh, a British expatriate contracted to coach Kenyan 

athletes in the 1970s described the country as a “coach's paradise” for what he termed 

unrivaled natural ability in athletics. Tulloh was however quick to outline what he considered 

major flaws in the management of athletics in Kenya at the time. For him, the country lacked 

clear sports financing policy; relied on a few generous sponsors, schools, and disciplined 

services in organizing competitions; and, lacked a national coaching system to develop talent. 

The expatriate proposed that the government should have subsidized athletics and football as 

its counterparts in Eastern Europe did (Tulloh 1973: 22). In what appears like admission to 

these charges, the minister in charge of sports averred that football consumed the lion's share 

of the sports kitty, thereby disadvantaging other sports (East African Standard January 23, 

1973: 23). 

Meanwhile, as national and global developments allowed athletic standards to 

flourish, the professionalization of football took off to a slow start. Like athletics, the 

professionalization of football was partly informed by global trends. Beginning in the 1960s, 

commercialization became a defining factor in football, first in Western Europe and then in 

the rest of the world. Mass production of color television in the 1960s catalyzed the 

professionalization of football. The advent of the color television became a major factor in 

entwining football with commercial interest. The broadcasting of football matches on 

television made footballers household stars and celebrities. Consequently, rewards started 

flowing in form of huge wages by clubs as well as sponsorship and endorsement by 

advertisers (Gachuhi, interview). 
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While the nature of athletics allowed Kenyan athletes to tap into athletic ecosystems 

abroad, the commercialization of football required the growth of the ecosystem locally. This, 

partly, explains why it took long for Kenyan footballers to announce themselves on the global 

stage. Nonetheless, commercial firms' interest in football and athletics dates back to the inter-

war period. During this period, football became the most popular sport in the colony. In these 

early times, the role of commercial firms was curtailed by the amateur traditions advocated 

by sports managers then (KNA/PC/NZA/2/1/90: Native Association). 

Several features marked the commercialization of athletics and football in Kenya. 

First, by the early 1960s, the radio became part of an evolving commercial space, especially 

in football. The Kenya Broadcasting Corporation (KBC) entered several contracts with firms 

that sought to maximize sales through sports. Caltex Oil Company, for instance, not only 

sponsored football tournaments but also reserved exclusive rights to advertise as the matches 

were broadcasted. At the same time, KBC sold the rights to broadcast regional tournaments 

such as the Gossage Cup (a competition between national teams of the East African region) 

to other stations in the East African region such as Tanzania Broadcasting Corporation, 

Uganda Radio, and Zanzibar Radio (KNA/RQ/15/7: Sports Programmes). 

A second feature was the exploitation of sports facilities especially stadiums as 

advertising sites. Beginning in 1984, enterprises like General Motors entered contracts with 

Nairobi Municipal Council allowing them to use the Nyayo National Stadium and the Nairobi 

City Stadium for advertisement. It seems the value of advertising through the facilities paid 

immediate dividends. The fact that firms offered to renew and extend their contracts long 

before the expiry of their contracts indicates that they derived great value through the 

practice. In 1984 one firm wrote, “We are now willing to offer you the sum of Kenya Shilling 

one hundred and eighty thousand per year … You, no doubt, will appreciate that we have 

filled all the sights allocated to us on the inner perimeter fencing of the 

stadium”(KNA/AMP/18/13: Kenya Amateur Athletics). In addition to such contracts, the 

municipal council had as early as the 1960s sought to increase revenue by charging the media 

for broadcasting matches live from the facilities. KBC opposed this development as early as 

the 1960s. A meeting of the Broadcasting Committee held on 8 August 1960, for instance, 

recommended that no such payment was to be made (KNA/RQ/15/4: Sports Programmes). 

Thirdly, the Football Association of Kenya (FA) began to think of sources of revenue 

beyond gate collections. It sought to tap into the growing interest in broadcasting football 

matches by the media and commercial firms. It decided to charge a broadcasting fee for both 

live transmission and recorded national and international competitions. KBC sports 

broadcasting committee opposed FA's initial effort to charge the fee in 1960. It argued, 'the 

demand from the Football Association for a broadcasting fee should be turned down because 

it might cause a dangerous precedent. It is further recommended that all planned FA 

broadcasts should cease henceforth' (KNA/RQ/15/14: Sports Programmes). It seems 

stakeholders were unaware of the mutual benefits of an alliance between the sports fraternity, 

the media, and corporate firms at the time. According to the current FKF Vice President, if 

the commercial space of Kenyan football is properly managed, all stakeholders would benefit 

immensely. For instance, the media would get stories and matches to sell their advertising 

space; firms would get the opportunity to attract customers; players would get a bigger 

platform to showcase their talent, and revenue for the federation would increase (D. Petra, 

interview, December 15, 2020). 

Fourth, sports manufacturing multinationals also became part of the evolving sports 

economy. As early as the 1970s, Adidas tapped into the growing market for sports goods 
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while at the same time funding expansion programs in Kenyan sports. It gave Orbisports 

exclusive manufacturing and market franchise for the whole of Africa. Orbisports 

collaborated with Development Finance Company of Kenya to finance its operations in 

Kenya (Weekly Review, February 7, 1977). 

Fifth, in the late 1970s there was an incipient sports consultancy that offered to link 

stakeholders so as maximize returns on investment in Kenyan sports. Consultancy groups 

such as Sports Promotions offered services aimed at increasing publicity of sports and 

competitions; helping sports associations diversify revenue channels beyond gate collection 

by enticing the manufacturing sector to contribute to sports; creating sponsor-liaison by 

getting stakeholders to realize the long-term mutual benefits of joint activities between 

associations and sponsors; and, offering centralized offices to initiate and sustain links 

between sponsors and sports associations (KNA/AMP/18/7: Vocational Sports). 

Lastly, the above developments were accompanied by a decrease in integrity and 

professionalism by some people in sports management. Trouble was already brewing within 

sports organizations in the wake of independence. In the 1960s and 1970s, the ills in sports 

management in Kenya took the form of incompetency, ethnicity, and personal squabbles. In 

the 1980s, financial misdemeanors increasingly became part of the management crisis in 

athletics and football. One observer noted: 

 

Sports organizations seem more adept at mismanaging sports than anything 

else. It used to be merely a question of inefficiency and personal power 

struggles amongst sports officials. Now it looks as if all along, pilferage and 

embezzlement have been the order of the day (Ng’weno 1989, 24). 

 

Observers argue that the lack of professionalism in sports management has been 

compounded by a lack of visionary leadership at the apex of the ministry and federations in 

charge of athletics and football. Although there have been a few transformational ministers in 

charge of sports in the past, some contemporary sports administrators and managers feel the 

docket has largely been a “dumping site” for underperforming cabinet ministers. One 

observed: 

 

We do not have visionary leadership that can make sports a professional field. 

In the first place, the appointing authorities have not always considered the 

sporting and, or educational backgrounds nor the interest in sports of the 

appointees. It has been the case that those managing sports have little 

knowledge of the dynamism of sports. Remember the 2018 appointment of 

Rashid Echesa, a primary school drop-out with an unknown sporting 

background to steward sports in the country? (P. Murumba, Interview, 

October 13, 2020). 

 

Bottlenecks in the Professionalization of Female Athletics and Football 

The professionalization of female and male athletics and football in Kenya took different 

trajectories. Besides the challenges to the professionalization of the two sports discussed 

herein, female athletes and footballers had to contend with historical, systemic, and cultural 

impediments in their endeavor to make careers in sports. It took up to 1959 for Kenya to 

organize the first national championship and courses in athletic coaching for women, thirty-

six years after the formation of the Arab and African Athletic Association (AAAA). Again, it 
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took up to1968 for the first female runners to participate in the Olympics in what the media 

considered a bold step by the Kenya Amateur Athletic Association (KAAA) 

(KNA/DC/KAJ/4/1/16: Annual Reports). Despite their late arrival on the international stage, 

writers in Europe in the 1990s anticipated that Kenyan women would soon dominate global 

middle and long-distance running. It is common for contemporary female athletes to win 

more medals than their male counterparts during international competitions (D. Chirchir, 

interview, October 21, 2020). 

Female football took to a slow start. Up to the 1980s, there were no major 

competitions in the form of leagues or knockout tournaments. Those who contemplated 

organizing matches for women offered what they considered light moments as opposed to the 

rigor of the game. Orbisports was among the first to organize a tournament on the national 

stage. In 1988 Orbisports inaugurated what it hoped would become an annual tournament as 

part of arena events during the Nairobi International Show. But the tournament, though 

complete with a trophy at stake was to be a “light-hearted affair and the major objective [was] 

to provide a social day” (KNA/ARK/8/1: National Youth Service). 

Today, sponsors of the Kenya Premier League (KPL) also sponsor vibrant nationwide 

tournaments for the under-20s such as Safaricom’s Chapa Dimba. However, it took years for 

women leaders in FKF to convince Safaricom to bring girls onboard. To date, there is no 

professional league for women in Kenya. For catchment, Harambee Starlets, the national 

team, has to rely largely on tournaments like Chapa Dimba, secondary school competitions 

and a poorly funded league ran by FKF national office (Petra, interview). 

However, the greatest challenge to the growth of professional female athletics and 

football is the continued muscular-hold of sports. After decades of exclusion, Kenyan women 

began to enter into a field that was designed to keep them and everything considered 

effeminate from sports. Today, women's sports continue to face apathy in investment from 

the government, federations, and corporate firms. While these stakeholders consider their 

involvement in male sports investment, they regard female sports as a cost.  According to 

FKF Vice President, “when we organize tournaments the media is not keen as many Kenyans 

do not watch women's soccer. The lack of visibility hurts women soccer as advertisers do not 

bring their money to the game” (Petra, interview). 

Stakeholders hesitate to fund competitions, teams, and individual sportswomen 

because of real or perceived low returns on investment. Writers on Kenyan sports observe 

that the low level of investment is driven by the perception that women's sports in Kenya 

offer fewer spectacles. The writer of the only column dedicated to gender issues in sports in 

Kenyan dailies argued, “when women started participating we did not work on the sub-

culture that male sports are superior to women's. Female soccer, for instance, still has very 

low spectatorship, television viewership, and coverage. Therefore, corporates do not put their 

money in women's sports” (C. Olilo, interview, October 6, 2020). From the foregoing, one 

can argue that the convergence of commercial interests in sports reinforced an already 

gender-biased field.  

The media has become a key player in sports development in the country. Visibility 

through the media is important to the development of sports disciplines and sportspersons. In 

Kenya, however, media silencing of women in sports is the norm. Major media houses in 

Kenya are not keen on illuminating women in sports. Even female sports journalists hesitate 

to cover women's competitions because they are considered low profile and chances of career 

growth for such journalists are limited. One journalist admitted, “I used to feel bad when I 

was sent to cover women's football. I knew I would get a small space as it was presumed 
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readers were not interested in women's football. Newspaper stories of women in sports are 

normally small strips and often obscured” (Olilo, interview). Such silences feedback into 

sports discourse thereby further institutionalizing male dominance in sports. 

Sportspersons' engagement with media is a means of enhancing one’s revenue and 

positioning for those who would seek to transition to management. But Kenyan 

sportspersons, especially female athletes have been accused of low media engagement and 

confidence. In 2020, Amina Mohammed, the Cabinet Secretary in charge of sports, identified 

media handling as a major challenge for Kenyan athletes. Consequently, the minister 

contracted media houses such as Nation Media Group to train athletes on media handling 

skills as part of the preparation for the 2020 Tokyo Olympics. Media practitioners and 

consultants in Kenya observe that male athletes are more open to and available for interviews 

than females. This is partly because sportswomen are more likely to get negative criticism 

(Makori, interview, December 21, 2020). And, according to a retired athlete and former 

record holder of the African Championship in 3000 and 5000 meters and today member of 

Nairobi AK Executive, Kenyan female athletes are comparatively less educated. This 

impedes their ability and confidence to handle the media. For some, this is complicated by 

controlling husbands who in some cases double as their coaches and managers (J. Jepchichir, 

interview, October 13, 2020). In an age in which activities off the field are as important as 

winning, female athletes are thus disadvantaged in securing sponsorship and endorsements. 

Sexist journalism is another impediment to the Kenyan women's cause in athletics and 

football. As stories of women in sports began to feature in local dailies in the 1960s, they 

often emphasized non-athletic attributes such as beauty and dressing. In 1968, for instance, an 

article highlighting the achievement of a female athlete began, “Lydia Stevens brings to the 

murram track a touch of glamour … her lithe figure stretching down the straight has all the 

beauty of a cheetah in action” (Moll 1968: 23). Four years later, the same journalist 

highlighting the paucity of female athletes in Kenya likened it to what he considered the 

revealing nature of a mini-skirt. Today, not much has changed. The secretary-general of the 

Sports Media Council lamented the normalization of sexism in sports journalism and the lack 

of response by institutions such as the National Olympic Committee of Kenya's (NOCK) 

Women in Sports Commission (WSC) (W. Mwenda, interview, November 2, 2020). 

Acknowledging existence of this normalization an editor said, "We have been cultured to 

imagine that if you are writing a story about a female athlete the story will be more appealing 

if you go into other aspects instead of going straight to the crux of the matter” (S. Omondi, 

interview, October 6, 2020). 

Ironically, objectification of sportswomen in Kenya also has origins in the most 

unlikely of places, the local and international sports federations. Female volleyball makes a 

good illustration. Today, female clubs and international volleyball competitions enjoy huge 

spectatorship than the males'. This was achieved by switching to tight apparel to attract male 

spectators, a policy that ran from the International Volleyball Federation (IVF) to the Kenya 

Volleyball Federation (KVF). The switch managed to increase spectatorship, media coverage, 

and sponsorship. However, questions surround how many spectators turn up for the love of 

the game and how to sustain the interest without objectifying the players (Makori, interview). 

While the need to spur spectator interest, viewership, and readership may have 

triggered objectification and sexism, the two are sustained by a strong sense of male 

entitlement in Kenyan sports. For some male journalists, women should be thankful for the 

coverage as opposed to criticizing its content and presentation. However, the effect of 

objectification on some sportswomen cannot be underestimated. On the one hand, it makes 
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some media shy and therefore miss out on the benefits of visibility in the form of sponsorship 

and endorsement. On the other hand, it pressures some to become pre-occupied with their 

bodies at the expense of their sporting skills and fitness (Olilo, interview, Mwenda, 

interview). 

Although female talent has empowered many financially, it has flip sides. The great 

financial rewards have been accompanied by the commoditization of female athletes and 

footballers. Aided by cultural practices such as early marriage and polygamy, it is common 

for coaches in some parts of the country to marry athletes in their teenage. Sometimes the 

wives of such coaches are accomplices in such "marriages" because of the greater potential 

for financial gains when the teenage athletes get to the peak of their careers. Those from poor 

backgrounds, and this is often the case for many athletes, are more susceptible because the 

coaches easily win the parents through bride price.  

Husband-coaches may also double up as managers, thereby placing the athletes under 

continuous surveillance. The athletes' lives are thus reduced to the routines of daily training, 

flying for competitions abroad and then back to training. Consequently, opportunities for 

empowerment through education and life coaching are limited. The few who secure jobs with 

disciplined forces end up divorcing their husbands. The disciplined forces in this sense have 

empowering effects in the forms of interactions, promotion, and freedom from surveillance.  

On the other hand, those who attempt to assert themselves within marriage end up 

losing their hard-earned wealth when the husbands kick them out. Others have lost their lives. 

The 2021 murder of Agnes Tirop, an accomplished Olympian and road race record-holder, 

demonstrates how far some husbands are prepared to go to keep the wealth and control. 

Sadly, women in sports management argue that a significant number of past and current 

champions continue to suffer in silence. In football, the vice takes the form of sex for playing 

opportunities. This is more pronounced in girls' football than in boys' (Murumba, interview, 

Chepchirchir, interview, Petra, interview).  

 

Gender Crisis in Top Decision-making Levels of Athletics and Football Management 

Although the evolution of sports management during the colonial period reinforced male 

dominance, Kenyan women have made some progress in sports management. Beginning with 

the first course in sports management in 1959, to becoming part of contingents of officials 

accompanying teams to continental and global competitions in the 1960s, women have in the 

twenty-first century broken the glass ceiling in technical departments and mid-level 

management. While AK and FKF and their regional, branch, and sub-branch levels have 

recently become accommodative, disciplined forces have a long history of nurturing women 

coaches and administrators. Today, a few women serve as the national executives of NOCK, 

AK, and FKF. The major highlight is, perhaps, Doris Petra who became the first female Vice 

President of FKF in 2016. 

There are four major avenues to sports management in Kenya and they are highly 

gendered. First, transitioning from active sports to coaching and other positions. This is, 

perhaps, the most common route. Notably, stakeholders lament the low levels of transition by 

elite female athletes and footballers. This often passes as a lack of interest and/or confidence 

on the side of the sportswomen. However, the disinterest, real or perceived, should be 

understood within the lived experience of female athletes and footballers in their active years. 

In most cases, the delegates and contestants are people well known to them. The retired 

sportswomen know the delegates and contestants’ low opinion of women and in some cases; 

they are the same people who subjected them to abuse and exploitation. This foresight is 
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made possible by the fact that the owners and coaches of training camps and clubs are the 

delegates and in most cases, the contestants (J. Vaseline, interview, October 13, 2020). 

The second avenue is the employment of those with academic qualifications in 

management and technical aspects of sports. The government deploys graduates of sports 

studies as technocrats and administrators of institutions established by the Sports Act (2013). 

Such institutions include the Kenya Academy of Sports (KAS) whose core mandate is to 

identify and nurture talent in collaboration with respective federations. KAS and other 

institutions established by the Act have a fair gender representation across levels of 

administration. Sports organizations like FKF also hire female experts to oversee technical 

departments (M. Leshore, interview, October 12, 2020, B. Munro, interview, October 10, 

2020).  

Thirdly, most sports organizations' constitutions have in the past allowed the co-

option of prominent persons. Such persons have naturally been the affluent and politically 

connected. Because political influence and wealth control in the country is historically 

gendered, most of the co-opted have been male (KNA/BF/14/1: Sports and Recreation). The 

last avenue is elections to athletic and football federations. Top elective positions of the 

federations can be termed as the bastions of male power in Kenyan sports as explained below. 

Historic, cultural, and systemic barriers converge to complicate the role of women in 

athletics and football management in Kenya. Today's athletics and football governing bodies 

are products of a century of evolution in sports management. At the beginning of the 

evolution in the early colonial period, the two sports were expected to be masculine not only 

for their own sake but also to aid social institutions such as education and the church to 

regain “manliness” [The authors deduced this from missionary text on sports, muscular 

Christianity and service to the British Army under the missionary carrier corps during Wolrd 

War I campaigns against the Germans in Tanganyika. The text is preserved in missionary 

societies’ magazines such as Kikuyu News and Kenya Missionary Review]. Therefore, the 

challenges women face today are partly related to the fact that they are seeking leadership in 

a cultural space that was not only expected to uphold masculine values but also help get rid of 

what some considered feminine in other aspects of life. 

Elections have replaced the practice in which elites became decision-makers in 

athletics and football by the virtue of their positions in the political administration of Kenya. 

The electoral processes in AK and FKF are based on a “club system.” This implies that those 

involved in the 'production’ of athletes and footballers through training camps and clubs 

respectively double up as voters and candidates for positions from the sub-branches to the 

national offices. “Productivity” has thus become an exclusionary concept. Those who have 

trained – directly or indirectly – world-class athletes and footballers in most cases have an 

edge over others in elective positions of the two sports. There is a sense of entitlement based 

on “productivity,” so much so that those without backgrounds as sportspersons or coaches are 

sometimes perceived as outsiders Women are, perhaps, the biggest victims of this culture of 

exclusion (Murumba, interview, Nyatome, interview). But what is the level of women's 

involvement in coaching even in regions of high numbers of female athletic and footballing 

talent? 

Middle and long-distance running, the epitome of Kenya's athletics, is dominated by 

the high-altitude zones of Rift Valley, Central, Eastern, and Nyanza regions. Football is the 

dominant sport in low-altitude zones, especially in the larger western and coastal regions of 

the country. Management of the two sports has historically followed similar patterns 

(Nyatome, interview, October 7, 2020). Although women are beginning to make inroads in 



 Journal of African Interdisciplinary Studies (JAIS): ISSN 2523-6725 (online)  
                                                               August 2022 Vol. 6, No. 8  
Citation: Kiragu, P. K; Matheka, R. M & Nyakwaka, D. A. (2022). Evolution in Professionalization of Sports 

and the Links to Gender Inequality in Management of Athletics and Football in Kenya. Journal of African 

Interdisciplinary Studies, 6(8), 65 – 79. 

 

74   
Copyright © 2022 Centre for Democracy, Research and Development (CEDRED), Nairobi, Kenya. 

http://cedred.org/jais/index.php/issues  

athletic coaching in the Rift Valley region, the same cannot be said of other regions. In 

football, the FKF Vice President revealed to the researcher that there are, as far as she could 

tell, only two women-owned football clubs to date. Because of the “investment versus cost’ 

considerations discussed earlier, the two clubs are not supported by the conventional 

revenues for football in Kenya – gate collections, sponsorship, and FIFA – but through donor 

funds from abroad (Petra, interview). But what limits women's involvement in athletics and 

football coaching? 

Several obstacles stand in the way of women in coaching. First, semblances of the 

Oedipus complex, its theoretical limitations notwithstanding, are believed to limit women's 

involvement in coaching. Most informants with insights into athletic coaching, for instance, 

argued that while most female coaches prefer to train female athletes, the athletes seem to 

believe that male coaches are more knowledgeable. The notion of male coaches being more 

knowledgeable is reinforced by the fact that women have been denied opportunities as head 

coaches of Kenyan contingents in international competitions. The denial is informed by the 

presumption that women lack the confidence to handle elite athletes and the ability to 

withstand the pressure that comes with the country's expectations of the contingents 

(Nyatome, interview, Murumba, interview). 

Second, sports politics in Kenya advantage men over women candidates. Some 

informants linked this to the general political culture of the country. One informant summed 

it up, “The bad national political culture easily finds its way into sports politics. The sense of 

male entitlement makes us act like there should be no gender mainstreaming in sports” 

(Kariuki, interview, October 13, 2020). Men employ different forms of violence to elbow out 

women contestants. They vilify women to force them to withdraw their candidature. 

However, women have increasingly anticipated and negotiated the turbulence of sports 

politics. Nonetheless, the practices continue because men have successfully used them in the 

past. Some notable women like Catherine Ndereba, two-time Olympic silver medalist and the 

current commissioner of sports in the Prisons Department, and Pauline Murumba, an 

Executive Member of the AK Nairobi branch, admitted to choosing to preserve their integrity 

over top positions in AK and NOCK. They argue that the absence of gender policy on sports 

has made sports politics a fertile ground for misogyny. This realization has motivated 

NOCK's WSC to begin working on a gender policy in sports (K. Tikolo, interview, October 

6, 2020). 

Another impediment to the women's cause in sports management is the link between 

leadership and manliness in most Kenyan communities. For the better part of Kenya’s 

history, sports leadership has been primarily male. As a consequence, women have been 

known to either keep-off sports leadership or vie for lower positions. Additionally, women 

are expected to, and do sometimes, sacrifice their ambition for higher positions in favor of 

men. In some cases, the federations have sacrificed women in what they term the "greater 

good" of sports. The Olympic movement's culture of old “boys club” aristocratic brokering of 

backroom deals has permeated the Olympic movement in Kenya. A case in point is the 2017 

NOCK election. It is worth noting that because athletics accounts for almost every medal 

Kenya has won in the Olympics since 1956, the athletics fraternity has dominated the 

management of NOCK. Indeed, the Kenyan media profiles athletics as the major Olympic 

sport and others like judo and taekwondo as “fringe sports”. However, in the 2017 elections, 

the so-called “fringe sports” challenged the dominance of the athletic fraternity. Three 

Olympic contemporaries of comparable achievement in their active years, Paul Tergat, 

Catherine Ndereba, and Tecla Loroupe vied for different positions. The other sports could 
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have easily outvoted athletics. In the give and take of lobbying, Ndereba and Loroupe were 

asked to sacrifice their ambitions so that the athletic component could maintain NOCK's 

presidency (C. Ndereba, interview, October 28, 2020, J. Waweru, interview, December 11, 

2020). 

Additionally, marriage and family dynamics limit women in terms of time and money 

to mobilize support. Campaigns and mobilization in sports politics are expensive activities. 

And because of the patriarchal nature of Kenyan societies, husbands in most cases have total 

control over family resources. For married women, having supportive spouses makes a lot of 

difference. When spouse support is not forthcoming, male contenders have the advantage of 

resources and time to campaign. Unlike national politics, there is hardly a limit on amount of 

money contestants should use in their campaigns for different positions. Furthermore, some 

informants, women included, opined that most women contestants are hesitant to dish money 

to influence their election. While this should be the norm, it works against women in Kenyan 

sports (Mwaniki, interview, October 21, 2020, Ndereba, interview, Murumba, interview). 

Does the foregoing indicate a lack of progress in the journey towards gender parity in 

the management of sports in Kenya? Although the country lags in this journey, the number of 

women in different levels of athletics and football management today is unprecedented. 

Several factors have facilitated this development. Naturally, as women have increasingly 

taken to sporting, their numbers in management have increased albeit disproportionately. 

Besides, gender gains in other aspects of life such as education and formal employment and 

the inclusion of a rule requiring that not more than two-thirds of public positions should be 

held by one gender have had a positive effect on gender dynamics in sports management 

(Wekesa, interview).  

Institutionalized advocacy for gender equality in sports management in Kenya has 

begun to take shape. The initial effort toward structured advocacy came in the early 2000s 

when women formed the now-defunct The Association of Kenya Women in Sports 

(TAKWIS). At its peak, TAKWIS focused on building women's capacities to manage sports 

while championing for inclusion of women in all levels of sports management. However, 

advocacy for gender equality in sports management is overshadowed by campaigns for 

gender parity in participation. Additionally, issues of gender and sports are hardly part of the 

agenda of the women's movement in Kenya for two broad reasons. First, there are more 

urgent issues affecting women such as gender-based violence, access to education and health 

as well as inequality in the country's political leadership. Second, not many leaders of the 

women's movement are keen on sports. But with increased advocacy by individuals through 

media and academic writings, as well as incipient institutionalization of advocacy 

spearheaded by NOCK's WSC, the number of women in sports management is expected to 

continue rising (C. Mumbo, interview, October 9, 2020, J. Gathua, interview, September 11, 

2020). 

Nevertheless, it seems that attaining parity in terms of the numbers of women in top 

management is just one piece of the puzzle. The increase in the number of women does not 

guarantee a voice in decision-making. Male entitlement in athletics and football management 

has led to the emergence of modes of silencing. One means of silencing is directly linked to 

the huge difference in the numbers of men and women in AK and FKF national executives. 

But the few women who get to such positions are assertive. They stand their ground, 

sometimes with good effect, sometimes attracting backlash from male counterparts (Petra, 

interview). Sometimes when men cannot limit women's voices during formal meetings, they 

result to making decisions in informal contexts. 
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Informal meetings in sports management in Kenya can take different forms such as 

delaying meetings to weird hours of the night. This is employed to make women jittery or 

force them into choosing between meetings and family responsibilities. Meetings could also 

be organized in alcohol-serving premises which have disruptive effects that discourage some 

women from taking part. Many in sports management circles refer to the silences as the 

“flower girl” phenomena. According to some informants, the silencing of women is part of a 

wider cover-up for ills in athletics and football management. Such ills include sexual abuse 

and the marriage of teenage athletes discussed in the previous section. While women in sports 

management are keen on inspiring and assisting others to join them, they are also keen on 

tackling the silencing of women (Gathua, interview, Waweru, interview). 

Meanwhile, a transformational youth-based association has evolved in the Mathare 

area of Nairobi over the last four decades. Founded by Bob Munro, a Canadian who relocated 

to Kenya in the mid-1980s, Mathare Youths Sports Association (MYSA) soon began to 

transform Kenyan football in ways such as participation by disadvantaged populations, and 

technical aspects such as coaching, and management. MYSA runs its male and female 

leagues with about sixteen football teams from the Mathare area. For its transformational role 

in gender and other aspects of Kenyan football, MYSA has won multiple local and global 

awards. The major highlight was in 2004 when it was nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize. 

Its management model is entirely youth-based. It incorporates males and females in 

management right from the teenage years. MYSA prides itself as the first in the country to 

institutionalize the fifty-fifty gender policy in sports leadership. Its alumni have not only 

succeeded as players in local and national teams but are also increasingly joining professional 

leagues in Africa and beyond. In the recent past, MYSA has had more alumni than any other 

association in key technical and managerial positions in Kenyan football. Other alumni hold 

key positions in the public and private sectors. Perhaps MYSA's leadership development 

program should be the miniature model for football in Kenya (MYSA Executive Summaries, 

2020). 

 

Conclusion 

The article established that the combination of professionalization and commercialization of 

sports, with elitism and social, cultural, and political barriers have reinforced male dominance 

in the top management of athletics and football in Kenya. At independence, Kenya did not 

decolonize sports management. Political leaders continued to head sports by virtue of their 

other positions such as provincial administrators and co-opted prominent persons. This 

system was later replaced with election to athletic and football federations based on a 

delegate system. In most cases, those involved in the running of athletic camps and football 

clubs are contenders for different positions and voters. Since multiple barriers limit women's 

involvement in running the camps and clubs, this system works against them. The transition 

from active careers to coaching and management is, perhaps, the most traveled route to top 

management levels. However, more sportsmen than sportswomen transition to coaching and 

management. This is a result of myriad issues that limit sportswomen's involvement with 

respective sports after active careers. These barriers have not stopped a few women from 

seeking and winning positions in the federations. However, the sense of male entitlement in 

decision-making has led to different mechanisms of silencing the few women in top 

positions. Inequality in AK and FKF is sustained by the concept of “productivity”. 

“Productivity” takes different dynamics such as gender, ethnicity, and regionalism. 

Management of athletics and football is dominated by regions, ethnic groups, and the gender 
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that has produced, or is perceived to have produced more elite sportspersons. As such, 

women have to contend with the label of “outsiders” in sports management. Women 

appointed based on academic qualifications in sports administration and management run the 

risk of being perceived as outsiders to sports as men appointed on the same basis.  
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