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Abstract

In 2017, the Norwegian Football Federation (NFF) decided to offer the men’s and
the women’s national teams an equal share of the revenue from the federation’s
sponsorship deals. This was regarded as a groundbreaking event in the history
of women’s football. This article examines the process that led to this result by
exploring the discourses of gender justice negotiated in the process. Two parts of
the process are particularly analyzed: (1) discourses prior to the formal negotia-
tions and (2) discourses during the formal negotiations themselves. Our theoreti-
cal approach relies on critical discourse analysis, on Rao, Stuart, and Kelleher’s
conceptualization of forms of power in decision-making processes, and on Nancy
Fraser’s framework on how to achieve gender justice in organizations and society.
Methodologically, interviews with representatives of core institutions in the pro-
cess were conducted. Two main discourses are identified: a discourse grounded
in market logic and meritocracy, applied by the NFF, and a discourse rooted in
democracy and gender justice, applied by several institutional stakeholders. The
main findings indicate that the decision was the result of extensive pressure from
institutions applying discourses of gender justice and social recognition. From
the perspective of the NFF, gender justice was not an end in itself, but rather an
instrument to generate goodwill and increased sponsorship revenue. The NFF’s
insistence on applying the market discourse was countered by more diverse dis-
courses. This points to a possible shift in gender politics, emphasizing democracy,
gender justice, and social recognition.

Keywords: women’s football, women and sports, gender equality in sports, critical
discourse analysis, gender justice, social inclusion in sports
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Introduction

This has been a fantastic boost, and hopefully, it can impact other foot-
ball nations to do the same and contribute to the further development of
women’s football. (Maren Mjelde, quoted in Magnussen, 2017).

The above quote stems from the captain of the Norwegian women’s team
in football. It highlights her surprise and satisfaction that the Norwegian
Football Federation (NFF) had decided to offer equal shares of the spon-
sorship revenue to the men’s and the women’s national teams. The rev-
enues would be paid as performance bonuses, remuneration for promo-
tional activities for sponsors, and so forth. For the sake of simplicity, we
use the term sponsorship revenue in this article.

For the women, this meant a doubling of the previous allocation. The
men’s team would receive a slightly reduced amount compared to their
previous deal, but their captain expressed that they were happy with the
outcome, as they were highly privileged compared to the women’s team
(NTB, 2017). The decision generated extensive media attention, both na-
tionally and globally. It was probably the first time in the history of football
that female and male players were treated equally in financial terms. The
media presented the agreement as an act of solidarity and a symbolic ges-
ture of gender equity by the NFF (Sande, 2019).

Historically, Norway has been regarded as a leading country in terms of
promoting gender equality in sport (Fasting, 1993; Hovden, 2016; Elling,
Hovden and Knoppers, 2019). However, the NFF’s funding of women’s
football had always been marginal (Hovden, 2005; Sande, 2019). For ex-
ample, a survey conducted in 2017 showed that the annual income of male
players who played for the Norwegian national team exceeded the income
of their female counterparts by NOK 6.4 million, roughly €640,000 (Lie,
2017). The NFF argued that this was due to the gender gap in revenue
from sponsors, media, and UEFA and FIFA (Lien and Johnsen, 2019). The
revenues were thus used by the NFF to justify gender inequalities in politi-
cal priorities, and these revenues were in turn regarded as neutral and fair
(Sande, 2019). We use this “market discourse” as a point of departure, as
it illustrates the main mode of discursive justification of the gender gap by
the NFF.

Gender equality is an important principle in the laws of the umbrella
organization of Norwegian sport, known as the NIF, as well as in Norwe-
gian legislation more generally (Hovden, 2005; Lovdata, 2022). The NIF
(n.d.) bans discrimination and unequal opportunities for men and women
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in sports. Several stakeholders, including club leaders, sponsors, and the
media, have frequently questioned the persistent lack of gender equal-
ity in funding, and particularly the lack of financial support for women’s
elite football (Hovden, 2005; Sande, 2019). The criticism intensified af-
ter Norway lost all three group games in the 2017 European Women’s
Championship. Until then, the women’s national team had been ranked
among the top ten in the world, while the men’s team only occasionally
had been among the top 40. Several stakeholders demanded immediate
policy changes. A key sponsor wrote an op-ed piece in a major national
newspapetr, stating that they would consider negotiating their next spon-
sorship deal exclusively for women’s football if the NFF did not strength-
en its funding of women’s football (Havnelid and Sagstuen, 2017). It was
also pointed out that the NFF had no existing sponsorship agreement for
the women’s team and that female players received no financial compen-
sation when they spent time promoting the NFF’s sponsors. The NFF’s
view was that the low market value of the women’s team meant that such
an agreement was unsustainable (Sande, 2019). This illustrates a gender
policy landscape where the NFF was subject to considerable pressure to
allocate more financial support to the women’s national team, as well as
to women’s football in general. The market discourse was challenged by
stakeholders who pointed out the NFF’s obligations to promote gender
justice.

Only a few studies have been conducted on the gender gap in the financ-
ing of women’s sport, with some criticizing the gender gap from law and
human rights perspectives (e.g., Paskins, 2023; Poppellwell-Scevak, 2022).
Rarer still is research highlighting the gender gap in relation to sponsor-
ship (Lough and Greenhalgh, 2019). In a study of the Australian national
league, Morgan (2019) found that sponsors were motivated by a desire to
promote gender equality on a broader societal level, highlighting how cor-
porate social responsibility and commercial benefits converge in women’s
football. Conversely, Koivisto (2022) researched whether sponsors felt
that investing in the women’s game enhanced their own value. She found
that investors perceived women’s football sponsorships as unprofitable
because of the low profile of the women’s game. Exploring some of the
possible reasons for the gender disparity in sponsorships, Shaw and Amis
(2001) have pointed out that the values and beliefs of decision-makers and
the media representation of sport heavily influence what and who to spon-
SOf.
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Previous studies on sport policies and sport governance have pointed
out the moral obligation of associations to reward men’s and women’s
teams equally (e.g., Archer and Prange, 2019; Cepeda, 2021). The gender
gap is often seen as the result of external market mechanisms, which can-
not be compensated. The market value must be enhanced through more
extensive media and broadcasting coverage. Greenwell, Mahony, and An-
drew (2007), on the other hand, indicate that the willingness to allocate
resources to women’s sport depends on which “norm of exchange” the
administrators employed. Those supporting distributive justice were more
likely to allocate more resources to women’s sport, while those referring to
power as a norm of exchange were more likely to allocate more resources
to men’s sport. Similarly, the present article aims to add to the knowledge
on how national sport organizations and stakeholders of women’s foot-
ball perceive and negotiate the social and commercial value of women’s
football, with a particular focus on the impacts of the market and gender
equality discourses in this process.

The aim of this article is to identify and discuss the discursive struggles
that unfolded in the process towards the groundbreaking equal share of
sponsorship revenues between the men and women’s national teams. How
and why was this result reached? The article examines (1) the dominant
discourses and the key institutional stakeholders in the decision-making
process and (2) why the process resulted in an equal share. The study in-
cludes both formal and informal events. This entails exploring external
pressures on the NFF from players and key sponsors, as well as the institu-
tional actors involved in the formal decision-making.

The study is based on qualitative interviews with key institutional stake-
holders. Critical discourse analysis (Fairclough, 2010, 2012) is employed
to identify representations of the dominant discourses in the transcribed
texts. Rao, Stuart, and Kelleher’s (1999) conceptualization of different
forms of institutional power and Fraser’s (1998, 2007) approach to how to
promote gender justice in organizations will be used as analytical frame-
works. The analyses will examine how discursive practices in sports gov-
ernance are shaped by both formal and informal power relations and by
external political pressures.
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Theoretical framework

In the first part of this section, we briefly account for discourses, discursive
struggles, and some core elements underpinning critical discourse analy-
ses, or CDA. When analyzing discourses, additional theory is needed to
make sense of data (Fairclough, 2010, 2012). In the second part, we there-
fore introduce Rao, Stuart, and Kelleher’s (2010) conceptualization of dif-
ferent forms of discursive power, as well as Fraser’s (1998, 2013) analysis
on how to promote gender justice in organizations.

Discourses and critical discourse analysis

Discourses are collective frameworks of how to understand and represent
phenomena (e.g., Fairclough, 2010; Johannessen et al., 2018). A discourse
is recognized as such when certain representations are repeated over time
by a large proportion of significant subject positions (Foucault, 1970).
Representations are, however, never neutral. They are inherently political,
normative and reflective of certain assumptions (Johannessen et al., 2018).
Thus, discourses play a significant role in constructing what comes to be
understood as true or valid. Individuals draw upon or adapt to existing dis-
courses, or create counter-discourses, to provide meaning to their experi-
ences, interests, and values. Dominant discourses often reflect contexts of
unequal power relations.

Several discourses can, however, be expressed within the same rep-
resentation, reflecting what can be said or not said in a specific context.
A discursive struggle occurs when an alternative discourse attempts to
achieve dominance by challenging the hegemonic discourse. To challenge
hegemonic discourses is, however, difficult and often unpleasant. When a
certain discourse achieves hegemony, it means that other discourses are
ignored and/or disregarded (Johannessen et al., 2018). Alternative dis-
courses can be established and discursive struggles arise when individuals
are willing to create alternative knowledge (Shaw and Slack, 2002). In the
NFF case, this may mean that it was gradually acknowledged that the fi-
nancial gender gap was no longer politically tenable.

CDA (Fairclough, 2010, 2012; Fairclough and Wodak, 1997) focuses on
the power of discourses and the discursive practices that aim to either
reinforce or challenge the status quo, or both. In this study, we explore
how discourses and discursive practices of gender equality in sport policy
are expressed and negotiated. We examine them “as relations between
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discourse and other social elements (power relations, ideologies, institu-
tions, social identities, and so forth” (Fairclough, 2012, p. 9). As discourses
are transdisciplinary (Fairclough, 2012), scholars should draw on theories
and concepts from multiple disciplines to make sense of them. Hence, by
examining discourses related to gender equality in football, we draw on
concepts developed in political science and feminist theory.

Power, gender, and production of knowledge
in decision-making processes

Rao, Stuart, and Kelleher (1999) provide a useful conceptualization of
power that may explain how decision-making bodies in elite football pro-
duce knowledge. As discussed in the following, five forms of power are
employed in relation to institutional discourses: positional power, agenda-
setting power, hidden power, power of dialogue, and power of conflict.

First, positional power may be exercised through one’s position, status,
job, or title (Rao et al.,, 1999). It may reside in any position and is thus
not restricted to leadership. In our study, we examine how different in-
stitutional stakeholders promoting women’s football used their positional
power to influence the NFF’s decisions.

Agenda-setting power is the capacity to establish boundaries of accep-
tance. It is often exercised through priorities set out in organizational
policies (Rao et al., 1999). Female leaders are underrepresented in most
decision-making processes in Norwegian sports federations, including the
NFF (Fasting and Sisjord, 2019). They may struggle to influence the direc-
tions and priorities of the NFF’s policies in order to safeguard their politi-
cal interests.

Hidden power refers to situations where “power is exerted to ensure that
certain ideas are accepted as normal, and therefore people don’t question
them” (Rao et al., 1999, p. 7). Such power aims to make dominant discours-
es accepted as common sense. We examine whether or not the dominant
discursive practices in the decision-making process were represented as
common sense, for example whether the market was seen as the “natural”
way to allocate resources. Feminist studies of sport organizations (Hov-
den, 2001; Knoppers, Spaaij, and Claringbould, 2021; Velija et al., 2014)
have shown that when women are ascribed a secondary status, they often
accept or comply to the taken-for-granted view.

The power of dialogue recognizes to what extent those involved in dis-
cussions are heard, can influence the issues discussed, and offer counter-
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arguments (Fletcher, 2001; Rao et al., 1999). In this study, we explore the
discursive spaces open to dialogue in the decision-making process and the
potentials for alternative perspectives to be shared and heard.

Finally, the power of conflict refers to how individuals can press for
change by articulating alternative discourses. Several studies (Fielding-
Lloyd and Mean, 2016; Hovden, 2013; Knoppers et al., 2022) have shown
how women have used discursive practices to change how they are viewed
in sport policy and coaching. Such practices include sharing positive expe-
riences and questioning the masculine culture in sport organizations. They
have thus employed discourses that have in turn questioned dominant dis-
courses. Registering and questioning dominant discourses and analyzing
the power of conflict is an essential part this article.

Gender equality and gender justice

To identify the various representations of gendering and gender equal-
ity in discourses, we lean on aspects of Fraser’s (1998, 2007, 2013) frame-
work on how to promote gender justice in organizations and society. Her
framework represents a democratic alternative to neo-liberal and meri-
tocratic thinking on justice and gender equality. Arguing that all groups,
independent of background, gender, race, and so forth, should be able to
participate in social activities on equal terms, she identifies three crucial
conditions to achieve gender-equal institutions: 1) economic redistribu-
tion of resources, 2) democratization (e.g., equal representation of women
and men in organizational decision-making), and 3) social recognition on
equal terms.

First, economic redistribution is characterized as a decisive condition
for justice. Societal groups excluded from income-generating activities
are often denied satisfying standards of living (Fraser, 2007). If women’s
football is poorly funded, that implies unequal opportunities to develop as
players and provokes feelings of discrimination and marginalization (Sk-
ogvang, 2006). If gender justice is assessed within a market discourse, it
will only reproduce gender injustice.

Fraser’s second prerequisite concerns democratization. This entails
that all groups should have an equal opportunity to be represented and
heard in organizational decision-making, independent of gender, ethnic-
ity, sexuality, and other factors (Fraser, 1998). In our study, we examine
whether and to which extent female national team players were discur-
sively represented in the decision-making process.
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Turning to the third prerequisite, Fraser (1998) emphasizes that all so-
cietal groups should be recognized equally. Injustice of recognition often
refers to differentiations rooted in the status order of society and organi-
zations (Fraser, 2007). Regarding gender, she points out how institutional
attitudes, behaviors, and practices associated with masculinity are more
valued than those associated with femininity. Such cultural dominance is
a major threat to a gender-just society. When some groups have the dis-
cursive power to define and rank other groups and cultures, these other
groups are neglected, invalidated, and stigmatized. Socially and cultur-
ally misrecognized groups are thus referred to in stereotypical and con-
descending ways (Fraser, 2007). Studies have shown how dominant dis-
courses on women’s football in Norway are shaped by stereotyping and
trivialization (Hjelseth and Hovden, 2014; Lippe, 2010). In this study, we
will identify if and how the misrecognition of women’s football and the
Norwegian national team is discursively represented.

Fraser (2013) also discusses how economic resources and social recog-
nition may intersect and discursively reinforce each other. Each organiza-
tion/institution has its specific culture and dominant norms, often linked
to financial dimensions. Institutional patterns of cultural values thus de-
prive some groups of the status as full partners in social interactions, re-
sulting in misrecognition. Former studies of women’s football in Norway
indicate a discursive gender order that legitimates economic marginaliza-
tion and lack of recognition (Hovden, 2005; Hjelseth and Hovden, 2014;
Skogvang, 2006). We thus examine how the relationship between social
recognition and economic redistribution was discursively framed in the
decision-making process.

Based on this framework, our aim is to identify the dominant repre-
sentations and discourses of gender equality that were at play when the
gender-equal sponsorship agreement was reached in 2017. We examine the
knowledge, power relations, and understandings of gender and football
that were at play. Further, we also analyze how the dominant discourses
were challenged and resisted through counter-discourses. While several
studies on how women’s elite football in different ways are marginalized
compared to men’s (Hjelseth and Hovden, 2014; Parry, Clarkson, and
Rowe, 2021; Peeters and Elling, 2015), few have addressed the gendered
processes in the distribution of financial resources in federations.
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Methodology: Critical discourse analyses
of interview texts

Critical discourse analysis as methodology

CDA is used to identify discourses in texts. According to Jgrgensen and
Phillips (1999), extensive knowledge of the context is required to identify
and analyze discourses. Human action takes place in negotiations, where
involved subjects assign and acquire different roles or subject positions,
based on the discursive understandings they are part of. Thus, the context
limits the subjects’ opportunities for social participation and influence.
Discourse analyses aim to identify representations actualized in social
practices (Johannessen et al., 2018). Representations refer to the underly-
ing discourses, which in turn reflect the power to define conditions, issues,
and events, but also resistance and alternative understandings of a prob-
lem (Fairclough, 2010; Foucault, 1983). In this study, we have been guided
by an intent to explore the relationship between gender and power - for
example, how powerful actors within the NFF sought to justify the organi-
zational gender gap in sponsorship revenue.

Interview data as text source

We used in-depth interviews with institutional stakeholders to collect data.
By adopting a socalled maximum variation sampling strategy (Markula
and Silk, 2011), we recruited and interviewed seven informants who repre-
sented the key institutions involved, namely, the respective spokespersons
of the national teams, the leader of the NFF’s marketing department, the
leader of the association of Norwegian elite-level football clubs for women
(Toppfotball Kvinner, the TFK), two of the main sponsors of the NFF, and
the leader of the Norwegian Athlete Association (NISO). The informants
were recruited by an email that explained the project and included a state-
ment of consent.

After sampling, we constructed an interview guide with a few main top-
ics. These focused on components that were seen as crucial to identify
discursive representations, such as problem definitions, central positional
objectives, and views on decision-making processes, gender equality, and
the NFF’s distribution of resources. The interview guide was adapted to
the institutional position of each interviewee. Beforehand, the interview-
ees were informed about the voluntary nature of participation and guar-
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anteed confidentiality. The interviews were conducted face to face, lasted
between 60 and 9o minutes, and were tape-recorded and fully transcribed.
Since the interviewees were representing their institutions, we have cho-
sen to refer to their institutional affiliation and not to their individual
characteristics, except for their gender. The quotes have been translated
to English by the authors.

Analysis: discourses and discursive
struggles in the process

The analysis examines how discursive struggles between different stake-
holders directly and indirectly influenced the final outcome of the NFF’s
gender-equal sponsorship deal in 2017. The first part highlights the repre-
sentations and underlying discourses by different stakeholders prior to the
formal decision-making, while the second part presents the representa-
tions and discursive practices in the formal decision-making process, as
well as the justifications and reactions to the final outcome.

Representations and discursive struggles
prior to the formal decision-making

As mentioned, the discursive struggles regarding the underfunding of the
women’s team were sparked by the failure of the women’s national team at
the European Women’s Championship in 2017, when they lost every game
after having finished runner’s up in 2013. The media and several stake-
holders of women’s football, including sponsors, the TFK, and the national
team players themselves, highlighted the lack of financial support from
the NFF (Sande, 2019). The players had repeatedly pointed out the glaring
gender inequalities in funding. Regarding the consequences of the lack of a
formal sponsorship agreement, one of the interviewees from the women’s
team said:

I take two hours off work when I do a session for [an NFF sponsor], and
I pay for parking with my own money. I spend two hours down there, and
then I return to work. When someone from the men’s national team ar-
rives, he gets NOK 15,000 just for showing up. It feels so unfair - it cost
me NOK 2,500 to do the same job.
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The female players complained about this issue for years, but reported that
the NFF had responded “with deaf ears and ignorance”. The players did
not feel fully recognized as elite athletes, even as the NFF expected them
to perform at an elite European level. The lack of recognition was experi-
enced as an accepted attitude within the NFF’s male-dominated leader-
ship. In meetings, the representative of the women’s team said she felt like
a beggar:

We belong to an organization that has a lot of money - and we know that
we’re talking to people with a very high income. Still, I must somehow
justify why I should get a thousand kroner (...). We know that the men’s
team allocates and earns a lot more money than us, but that isn’t a legiti-
mate reason for not treating us fairly. (...) We don’t expect to have the
same income as the male players, but we expect to be respected and given
the same opportunities to develop as players.

These representations indicate that the female players felt excluded from
income-generating activities (Fraser, 2007). The lack of opportunities to
develop as players obviously provoked feelings of discrimination and mar-
ginalization (Pfister, 2010). Their experiences reflect their lack of position-
al power to negotiate on equal terms when addressing their conditions,
interests, and institutional realities (Fairclough and Wodak, 1997; Rao et
al., 1999). Further, these representations indicate a hegemonic discourse
within the NFF, where the inferior commercial value of women’s football
results in less recognition and prestige (Fraser, 2013). When they pointed
out the gender discrimination and gender inequalities in funding, they
were ignored by the NFF. The NFF’s attitude was that in order to be heard,
players had to adapt to the dominant market discourse and focus on the
market value of their sporting achievements. The player we interviewed
put it this way:

We are careful not to use it [i.e., inequality] as an argument. (...) We try to
promote our product. I think we have been subjected to a lot of criticism
because we’ve complained and whined all the time (...). In the group,
we’ve become conscious about trying not to complain (...).

You should be allowed to demand change, even though it won’t necessar-
ily create a higher market value instantly (...). At times you need to put a
value on something to make it attractive. If we are still expected to be a
top European nation, it is necessary to spend more money on us (...). It’s
like setting up a new business. In the beginning you might operate at a
loss, but hopefully, it will pay off in the long run.

SCANDINAVIAN SPORT STUDIES FORUM | VOLUME FIFTEEN | 2024 59



ARVE HJELSETH AND JORID HOVDEN

The player’s account indicates that the democratic discourse, emphasizing
fairness and gender equality, was rejected and neglected by the NFF. Faced
with accusations of self-pity when they addressed the gender inequality,
the female players ultimately complied by following the dominant market
discourse. This shows how the NFF’s political leadership promoted their
agenda-setting power to ensure their capacity to establish boundaries of
acceptance, by presenting the market discourse as common sense (Rao et
al., 1999). The pressure for change, through the articulation of democratic
counter-discourses, thus seemed futile. When women’s status in an orga-
nization is secondary, they often have to comply with the taken-for-grant-
ed views (Hovden, 2001; Knoppers et al., 2021; Velija et al., 2014). The NFF
interviewee, who was a key actor in the process, confirmed the dominance
of the market discourse:

There are some market mechanisms that you cannot compensate for.
Men’s football has a different market value than women’s football - a dif-
ferent price level. (...) The market forces in men’s football are enormous.
(...) It takes a long time to level out these gaps (...). We can’t compensate
for a ‘market giant’ of this size. So, to be frank, the federation’s view is
that there are mostly expenses with the women - they are not seen as
something to invest in.

This representation of the case shows how the dominant market discourse
shaped and directed gender policy in elite-level football. To the NFF, gen-
der equality and democracy could not justify increasing the funding of
women’s elite football, given that it was the men’s team that was gener-
ating the vast majority of the income. The NFF’s gendering of financial
resources was rooted in neo-liberal and meritocratic discourses that most
often result in gender injustice (Fraser, 2007; Hovden, 2005).

The TFK, the association of women’s elite-level football clubs in Nor-
way, turned out to be an influential stakeholder in the process leading up
to the formal negotiations on the 2017 sponsorship agreement. The TFK
was aware of the national team’s financial situation. As the umbrella or-
ganization for the elite clubs, they initiated negotiations with the NFF re-
garding sponsorship deals for the clubs, even though they knew that the
NFF considered it to be a waste of time and effort. The head of the TFK
therefore asked for permission to sell the marketing rights for the women’s
elite league independently of the NFF. The TFK’s female leader described
the events this way:
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We started early in the spring. Our board decided that we should ask the
NFF if we were allowed to sell the sponsorship deals ourselves and keep
the income and take hold of the rights. (...) It is a huge responsibility,
but still, what was there to lose? We approached the NFF’s top leaders
and said: This is what a commercial manager of yours says — what do you
intend to do? They never answered in public, but they soon understood
that they had to allow us. They either had to act themselves or allow us
to own the rights.

The interviewee underlined that one of the main reasons for this initiative
was previous experiences that “without external pressures on such an or-
ganization [i.e., the NFF], nothing ever happens”.

The interviewee also stated that the TFK had worked strategically for
years to direct attention to the unfair treatment of women’s football, and
especially to provide them with a fair share of the sponsorship revenue.
She was convinced that the NFF, just as many other football federations
had done, would have to invest a good deal more in women’s elite football
if they wanted to improve their achievements, recognition, and status.

The TFK’s account shows how both the market discourse and the dis-
courses of democratization and gender justice were used in the discursive
struggle for more resources. Like the player on the women’s national team,
the female head of the TFK had experienced that the NFF largely ignored
democratic discourses anchored in organizational values such as democra-
cy and gender equality. Such experiences may demonstrate how the NFF’s
male-dominated leadership possessed the positional power to define in-
stitutional realities (Rao et al., 1999). On the other hand, the TFK’s initia-
tive to establish a sponsorship deal for women’s elite football indicates
that they possessed the power of dialogue. The NFF clearly accepted them
as a dialogue partner when discussing issues related to women’s football,
thus enabling the TFK to convey counterarguments and help bring about
change (Rao et al., 1999).

Prior to the formal decision-making, some of the NFF’s main sponsors
voiced similar viewpoints. Using discourses of gender equality, they criti-
cized the NFF’s reliance on the market discourse to justify the gender gap.
During our interviews, one of these sponsors recalled making it clear that
if the NFF did not help reduce the financial gender gap, they would instead
have “looked for an opportunity to make a four-year deal for women’s
football exclusively”. Another sponsor also approached the NFF, suggest-
ing a new deal to strengthen the economy of the women’s elite-level clubs.
The aim was to enable the best female players to turn fully professional.
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This initiative ended in the agreement described above, after the TFK had
gained the rights to negotiate a deal for the women’s clubs. The NFF re-
sponded negatively to the potential sponsor, but the sponsor still decided
to push the idea forward. Accordingly, an agreement was made with the
TFK. Our interviewee from the latter organization described it as “the
easiest deal I've ever made. Two meetings and then we signed a historical
agreement.”

Such accounts and discursive struggles were illustrative of the discur-
sive practices leading up to the negotiations. The struggles leaned on two
dominant but contradictory discourses: a meritocratic market discourse
and a democratic gender equality discourse. Interestingly, two of the NFF’s
main sponsors, representing the market forces, did not apply the market
discourse when arguing for improving the financial conditions of women’s
elite football. They mainly employed discourses emphasizing higher so-
cial recognition and more gender justice (Fraser, 2007). In line with Rao,
Stuart, and Kelleher (1999), the discursive struggles also demonstrate how
stakeholders such as the TFK and the sponsors were exercising forms of
both dialogical power and power of conflict, enabling them to question
and counter the NFF’s dominant discursive practices.

Representations, discursive struggles, and reactions
during the formal decision-making

The sponsorship agreement was formally negotiated by representatives
from the NFF, the Norwegian Athlete Association (NISO), and the men’s
national team. NISO’s role was to represent the players’ arguments and
interests, and they wanted to address the need for a specific sponsorship
agreement for the women’s national team, as well as the strong dissatisfac-
tion among the female players about the NFF’s lack of financial support.
The NISO interviewee noted that in the negotiations, the NFF accepted
that this should change because of the increasing recognition of women’s
football in Europe, and added:

Nationally and not at least internationally, the large clubs put a lot of
resources into women’s football. They don’t do it to be kind, they see the
potentials. (...) I think that the NFF must start recognizing how popular
some of our most profiled players are.

This representation suggests how social recognition and market value are
intertwined, and discursively may reinforce each other (Fraser, 2007). NI-
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SO’s main message was that the NFF should acknowledge the increasing
sporting and cultural value of women’s elite football and recognize the
market potential. They therefore proposed creating a decent sponsorship
deal for the women’s national team and allowing them a fair share of the
sponsorship revenue. To the surprise of both NISO and other stakehold-
ers, the NFF went even further and proposed that these revenues should
be shared equally between the men’s and the women’s team. As NISO’s
representative recalled:

At the final meeting, it was the NFF that suggested an equal share. We
had expected a considerable improvement for women’s football - paying
them for what they do - but it was the NFF who suggested sharing the
revenue equally.

We asked the NFF interviewee why they, contrary to their previous discur-
sive practices, had proposed this solution. Even though the decision seems
to have been influenced by extensive pressure from external stakeholders,
in particular the primary sponsors, the NFF interviewee claimed that the
decision was based on their own assessments:

We agreed that we should try to secure a sponsorship agreement for the
women, too. The girls have helped market things (...), but previously it
was never supposed to yield them any financial return - in fact, they were
happy just to help make their sport visible. (...) We had a look at all the
payments we had to the boys and the girls, to get an overview of the larger
picture. We had previously spent six and a half million kroner on the boys
and three and a half million on the girls. Well, that’s a huge difference -
we were surprised at the size of the difference. (...) But on the other hand,
it’s not so huge that nothing can be done about it. And then the idea ap-
peared, at least to me - if the boys would accept a modest reduction of
their income from the sponsorship deal, it would reduce the gap, and we
could put that money into the deal for the girls. Still, we were a bit short,
but if the boys agreed to this, everyone would be happy (...). It would look
strange not to put in the remaining amount, to make it equal.

According to the NFF interviewee, the delegate from the men’s team fully
accepted their proposal. He also admitted that Norway’s poor showing at
the Women’s European Championship in 2017, and the need to improve
the team’s results, had influenced the final decision: “We must make sure
that our best players, about 30 players, can be more professional. We have
not been able to do that, so we had to do something to ensure better sport-
ing results.”
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The above representations seem to reflect several discursive practices.
NISO’s arguments for redistribution were mainly based on discourses of
the economic impacts of social recognition rather than on democratic dis-
courses of gender equality. In line with the representative from the wom-
en’s national team, NISO had experienced that the NFF often resisted and
ignored gender equality discourses. Accordingly, it is worth noting that the
interviewee from the NFF did not defend the equal share agreement by
pointing to their organizational mandate to promote gender equality and
democracy in football, quite the contrary:

We put in an additional two million kroner from the NFF, but that was
not primarily an issue of gender equality, even if that is a very good thing
and fair (...). But we’re not the Gender Equality Federation, we’re the
Football Federation. Our job is to make sure that results can improve.

This quote illustrates that gender equality was not an aim in itself. It rather
turned out to be a kind of positive, unintended consequence. In some ways
this discursive fact points to an institutional paradox, as the NFF has an
overall organizational mandate to promote equal treatment of all mem-
bers, regardless of gender. This case demonstrates how this mandate is
neither taken seriously nor given priority in the NFF’s discursive practices.
Rather, meritocratic market discourses were used and fully accepted to
justity the financial gender discrimination. It is also worth noting that the
representative of the women’s national team was not included in the for-
mal decision-making, and that the women’s team was informed about the
outcome after the deal was made. According to Fraser (1998), equal repre-
sentation of men and women in decision-making bodies is a prerequisite
for achieving gender justice in organizations. The women’s representative
expressed that she was equal parts surprised, satisfied, and relieved when
the result was made public. She interpreted the final decision as the result
of outside pressure and the NFF’s urgent need to restore the goodwill of
the media, the sponsors, and other main stakeholders of women’s football:

I know the NFF and the trouble they’re in. I feel that this was a nice time
for them to create some positive goodwill. The cost was not that high re-
ally, for improving their bad reputation.

The interviewee from the NFF partly confirmed this explanation:

We wrote a press release that same evening. (...) We wanted to demon-
strate that we can face the media and show that we don’t run after ev-
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erybody else. (...) Norway is known for being a leader in terms of gender
equality.

Such representations suggest that the final agreement was largely based
on the NFF’s need to restore their public standing by fulfilling external
demands to strengthen the financial support to women’s football. But does
the decision represent a sufficient basis to pave the way for narrowing the
financial gender gap in Norwegian football? We will reflect on this issue in
the concluding section.

Concluding discussion

The analysis showed how different institutional stakeholders and the NFF,
depending on their positional power, applied different discourses in the
process that led up to the final sponsorship agreement in 2017. Here, we
discuss some of the discursive struggles and alliances that formed the pro-
cess and reflect on whether the outcome of this agreement may foster a
future change in the NFF’s gender policies.

The discursive struggles regarding the gendered distribution of the
NFF’s sponsorship revenue uncovered that two dominant and conflicting
discourses were applied in the process: the meritocratic market discourse
and the democratic gender equality discourse. Our analysis indicates that
the NFF’s market discourse was hegemonic, as the federation was posi-
tioned to wield both agenda-setting power and hidden power (Rao et al.,
1999). For example, the power of the discursive hegemony was revealed by
how the institutional stakeholders directly and indirectly adapted to the
NFF’s market discourse. The women’s national team, the FTK umbrella
organization for elite-level clubs, and the football federation’s main spon-
sors all used market-based arguments when requesting more financial sup-
port for women’s football, even when they expressed that the existing gen-
der injustice in funding was unacceptable and could not be solved solely
through market logic. It is hard to assess whether this discursive practice
was mostly strategic, since these actors had previously experienced that ar-
guments promoting gender equality were mostly met by “deaf ears”. This
may also explain why they often applied the recognition discourse - that
is, the third precondition for gender equality identified by Fraser (1998,
2007, 2013) - as a sub-discourse to justify their claim for more gender par-
ity, with their argument being that the increasing recognition of women’s
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elite football in Europe had fostered higher market value. In other words,
they justified their wish for more gender equality by pointing to how so-
cial recognition is linked to the redistribution of economic resources (Fra-
ser, 2007). Such discursive characteristics seem, however, to highlight the
NFF’s positional power. The NFF seems to have had the power to define
the accounts and discourses that were either deemed relevant or neglected
and marginalized (Rao et al., 1999).

The NFF’s power to define the output was also illustrated by how the
female players were not included in the final decision-making that led to
the new gender-equal sponsorship deal. The interviewee from the NFF
underlined that several of the male national team players were contacted
and seen as vital discussants of the final proposal. Even though the wom-
en’s team would be strongly affected by the new deal, their opinions were
clearly regarded as less relevant. It is surprising that this can still happen
in a democratic sport organization such as the NFF. It is the largest sport
organization in Norway, where gender parity and equal gender representa-
tion are legislated as core values (NIF, n.d.). Such decision-making prac-
tices indicate how hidden forms of hegemonic power relations work (Rao
et al., 1999) and how male-dominated decision-making often results in an
undemocratic power play shaped by gender discrimination (Claringbould
and Knoppers, 2008; Hovden, 2001; Sogn, 2023).

The process also revealed a discursive struggle regarding who was re-
sponsible for providing women’s football with the financial muscle needed
to become more professional. The NFF previously referred to the women’s
team as an expense item, and their funding reflected their lack of mar-
ket value. Influential actors, such as the women’s national team players,
the TFK, NISO, and not least the NFF’s main sponsors, argued differently.
They pointed to the NFF as being responsible for providing the national
teams and the top players with sufficient resources to fulfill their sport-
ing ambitions. Thus, they defined the responsibility of allocating sufficient
financial resources and promoting gender equality as an organizational
problem at the NFF, and not as a problem to be solved by external market
forces or stakeholders. This discursive struggle seems to characterize all
parts of the process, and as discussed above, it turned out to be decisive
for the NFF’s final proposal.

In the long run, the NFF will probably find it hard to legitimize discur-
sive practices that have little or no support among most of its members,
and particularly not among influential stakeholders both inside and out-
side of the federation. This seems to have been the case in this process.
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As analyzed above, several of the interviewees suggest that the external
institutional pressure from different advocates of women’s football con-
tributed to initiate the NFF’s novel sponsorship deal. It was obvious that
external pressures, particularly from the main sponsors, contributed in
making the NFF acknowledge their organizational responsibility to pro-
vide women’s elite football with sufficient economic resources to promote
more gender-equal opportunities (Fraser, 2007). This was seen as both
necessary and fair, and it would further contribute to increased recogni-
tion and status of women’s football.

Nonetheless, the NFF did not justify the final decision by referring to
their democratic mandate to promote gender-equal opportunities. Their
main justification was instead that the deal would provide the women’s
team with better conditions to improve sporting results. Accordingly, the
NFF’s male-dominated leadership still resisted paying political attention
to their organizational and societal responsibility to promote gender equal-
ity in their field, something that is not uncommon in the world of sports
(see, e.g., Elling et al., 2018; Hovden, 2001; Sogn, 2023). Such leaders may
advocate gender equality as a basic democratic principle, but they rarely
initiate gender issues in policy-making and often meet women’s initiatives
with silence and/or neglect (Hovden, 2001).

Thus, a crucial question examined in this study is whether the outcome
of the 2017 sponsorship agreement may herald a change in the NFF’s gen-
der policy, leading to more equal funding and increased recognition of
women’s elite football. According to Poppelwell-Scevak (2022), positive
steps towards increased gender equality in organizations must be embed-
ded in the everyday practices of the governing bodies in order to bring
about sustainable changes. In our study, the discursive practices indicate
that the NFF initially hesitated to take significant steps to promote gender
equality. Conversely, and in line with previous research (Lough and Green-
halgh, 2019; Morgan, 2019), NFF’s primary sponsors regarded women’s
sport as an important arena to support core societal values such as gender
justice in order to strengthen the goodwill of their brands, leading them
to pressure the NFF to initiate changes in this area. However, the NFF
only acted upon their moral obligation to promote gender equality (Archer
and Prange, 2019) when they felt it was needed in order to restore public
goodwill following a disastrous performance at the 2017 European Cham-
pionships. The results are similar to those found in a study by Greenwell,
Mahony, and Andrew (2007), which showed that stakeholders who agreed
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to distributive justice as a resource allocation norm were likely to allocate
more monetary resources to women’s sports.

As indicated by our findings, the NFF viewed gender parity in sponsor-
ship revenues not as a political priority but rather as a positive byprod-
uct of the new agreement, one that would generate political goodwill in
a country where gender equality was a key political aim. This suggests
that Norway’s self-image as one of the world’s most gender-equal societ-
ies was used rhetorically by the NFF. On the other hand, the interviewees
representing the main sponsors, the TFK, and the women’s national team
pointed to the intrinsic value of gender equality and how the ambitions,
efforts, and personal investments of female players deserve to be taken
seriously. Their comments reflected a revised gender policy, based on dis-
courses of equal valuation and respect regardless of gender (Fraser, 2013;
Holst, 2010). Since the agreement in 2017, the equal share policy of the
sponsorship revenues has been prolonged. In this sense, the agreement
has led to a change in the NFF’s gender policy. The discursive practices
regarding economic allocations to women’s elite football can no longer
only be sustained solely on meritocratic market discourses. Thus, the dis-
cursive struggle in this study seems to have contributed to a strengthened
focus on democratic discourses of gender justice, something that may then
facilitate re-distributive policies in favor of women’s elite football.

Asindicated, more research is needed on the discursive practices in sport
organizations when they make decisions. It is important to acquire further
knowledge on why the gender gap arises and seems difficult to change. We
therefore need future studies that focus on the gendering of the distribu-
tion of economic resources in sport policy and governance. Such studies
should take a closer look at the relationships and power relations among
sponsors, the media, and governing bodies, and identify the dominant
discourses that are unfolded in organizational decision-making. It would,
for example, be interesting to explore how the increasing commercializa-
tion of elite sport affects how willing democratic sport organizations are
to promote gender justice in funding, as well as the role of sponsors and
sport administrators in this regard. Another important aspect to study is
how gender representation in decision-making influences women’s fight
for having their fair share of financial resources in sport organizations.
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