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Diversity and Inclusion in Sport Leadership: A Longitudinal Review of the United States 

Olympic and Paralympic Committee. 

 

Abstract 

Purpose – This paper is to examine the progression of gender and racial inclusion made within the 

leadership of the United States Olympic and Paralympic Committee (USOPC) and determine what 

effect benchmarking has had on their inclusion efforts.  

Methodology – Using USOPC’s Diversity and Inclusion Scorecard, the article will examine the gender 

and racial inclusivity thresholds and use the lens of critical mass to identify possible examples of homo-

social reproduction disruption. 

Findings– USOPC is broadly successful in achieving benchmark goals. However, closer analysis of their 

equality, diversion and inclusion (EDI) scorecards reveals remaining structural barriers to be 

overcome. These relate specifically to racial and ethnic EDI. Longitudinally, females have achieved 

critical mass that has also translated to critical mass of women within Senior and Mid-Level 

management. Conversely, the USOPC has consistently failed to achieve Critical Mass within its Board 

of Directors (BOD), which is also replicated at the Senior and Mid-Level management levels. Overall, 

findings positively support the argument that critical mass positively contributes to the inclusion of 

marginalised populations. 

Originality – There is no existing research that has examined the relationships between USOPC’s goals 

for inclusion and actual achievement of inclusion. There is limited research that uses critical mass as 

a lens to examine USOPC inclusion data longitudinally, or how critical mass may have affected homo-

social reproduction within the USOPC. 
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Introduction   

Despite the wealth of documentation that supports the benefits of equality, diversity and 

inclusion (EDI) within management, white men still dominate the senior leadership roles 

within profit businesses (Deloitte, 2019;) and non-profit organisations (Gill and Orgad, 2018). 

A possible explanation for this phenomenon is homo-social reproduction, the proclivity, be it 

conscious or unconscious, to replace or select candidates who are similar to those who have 

the power of appointment. This can have significant impact both on the demographic 

configuration of an organisation, and in who receives advancement opportunity within it 

(Smith, 2013). One approach to disrupting homo-social reproduction is establishing a level of 

critical mass of marginalized populations to affect representational change.  This article 

applies critical mass theory to longitudinal data provided by the United States Olympic and 

Paralympic Committee (USOPC), revealing the USOPC’s mixed results in disrupting homo-

social reproduction within its leadership.  

The overall goal of this study is to examine the progress of EDI within the USOPC leadership. 

The longitudinal data will show that the USOPC has created an environment that has allowed 

inclusive female participation at the Board of Director level and at the Senior and Mid-Level 

Management.  However, the data additionally suggests that People of Colour have not 

achieved a level of inclusive participation at Board of Director level, nor at the Senior and Mid-

Level Management of the USOPC.  Further examination of the data reveals a significant 

difference between success experienced by females and racial and ethnic minorities in 

achieving a level of critical mass, both in terms of the desired and achieved levels of diversity 

set by the USOPC. It is the position of this paper that the current tools used by the USOPC to 

determine benchmarks are inadequate and potentially contribute to greater levels of 

exclusion.   

The United States Olympic and Paralympic Committee 

Created with the passage of the 1978 Ted Stevens Olympic and Amateur Sports Act (Woolley 

and Peters, 1999), the United States Olympic Committee (USOC)provides administrative 

oversight for the National Governing Bodies (NGBs) of the sports that compete in the Olympic 

and Paralympic Games, Youth Olympic Games, and the Pan and Parapan American Games for 
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the United States of America. Both the USOPC and the NGBs are registered as 501(c)(3) tax 

exempt organizations.  To be a 501(c)(3) tax-exempt under section of the USA Internal 

Revenue Code, an organization must operate for the purpose for which the exemption was 

granted. None of organization’s earnings may be used for the benefit of a private shareholder 

or individual. They must not engage in any attempts to influence legislation campaign activity 

for or against political candidates.It should be noted that in June 20, 2019 USOC changed their 

name to USOPC in order to include the Paralympic Games.  

The federally chartered, non-profit organisation was given the mission to:  

• Promote and protect athletes’ rights, safety and wellness. 

• Champion the integrity of sport.  

• Respect the important role of member organisations and support their success. 

• Set clear standards of organisational excellence and hold themselves and all member 

organisations accountable. 

• Engage as a trusted and influential leader to advance the global Olympic and 

Paralympic movements. 

• Honour and celebrate the legacy of Olympic and Paralympic athletes.  

To aid in its efforts to foster EDI, the USOCP created benchmarks, generated from data specific 

to each NGB (financial, staffing, and status) as well as information from the U.S. Census and 

the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA). These benchmarks allow for an appraisal 

of each NGB’s EDI efforts.  Data is collected in relation to the Board of Directors; Standing 

Committees; Staff; Membership; National Team Coaches and Athletes; and Developmental 

Team Coaches and Athletes (TeamUSA, 2020).  Each NGB is given a scorecard identifying the 

benchmark for diversity for each NGB. In return, each NGB must then submit their actual EDI 

data to the USOPC’s Diversity and Inclusion Department, thus allowing the USOPC to examine 

the EDI efforts of each NGB (TeamUSA, 2020).  Whilst there is a recognition that benchmarks 

have their own limitations, they do provide a gauge for monitoring organisational 

progression/regression towards the attainment of inclusion (Sisjord, Fasting and Sand, 2017; 

Pielke, et al, 2020)).  
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Why Boards of Directors Need to be Examined 

Existing literature has made a clear connection between the makeup of Boards of Directors 

(BOD) and the performance of the organisations they govern (Deloitte, 2019). BOD are 

principal stakeholders, with the ability to create, and guide both the strategic direction and 

culture of an organisation (Johnson et al, 1996).  Indeed, Amiri et al (2022: p63) go so far as 

to say that ‘the board of directors is the most influential decision-making unit in any 

corporation’. BOD can play an active role in the operations of the organisation and at times 

work alongside employees to deliver organisational objectives (Hillman and Dalziel, 2003). 

Senior leaders are crucial to top-down approaches to the management of diversity in 

organisations. Identifying top leadership commitment as a success factor in the 

implementation of diversity management, Quach and Defray (2020: p28) make the case that 

senior ‘management should serve as a role model, and be involved in defining diversity goals 

and communicating diversity visions within the organization’. Due to the roles played by this 

panel of individuals in the governance of an organisation, a significant amount of academic 

exploration has gone into Board performance optimization.   These explorations have 

examined operational issues, including the creation of ‘ideal’ job descriptions that best define 

the roles and responsibilities of Board members (Hermalin and Weisbach, 2003). In addition 

to defining roles, research has examined the optimum number of Board members needed to 

maximize Board performance (Paniauga et al, 2018). Other studies have examined the 

optimum Board meeting frequency likely to facilitate the best quality leadership and guidance 

from its members (Min and Chizema, 2018).  

While this literature addresses aspects of Board structure and operations, analytical attention 

has also been focused on types of individuals who become Board members. This is particularly 

important given the fact that they are responsible for directing both the operational success 

and financial solvency of their organisations (Joecks, 2020). Notwithstanding debate on 

detailed efficacy, academic circles and the business community widely accept that EDI has 

been proven to positively influence innovation, communication and financial positioning in 

organisations (Lusiana et al, 2020; Rahman et al, 2020; Papadimitri, et al, 2020). Because of 

this general acceptance, both academics and industry practitioners continue to examine the 
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demographic makeup of this elite group of leaders (Papadimitri, et al, 2020; Lusiana et al, 

2020; Rahman et al, 2020). 

The traditional understandings of EDI are presented in terms of sex and race. Hambrick, Cho 

and Chen (1996) identified positive results from racially/ethnically diverse membership 

among the Board. Their argument suggests that such racial diversity widens knowledge, 

awareness and operations of an organisation through the increased variety of different 

cultural experiences among its directors. Because of the wider knowledge and experience 

that diversity is reported to provide, positive links have been established between an 

organisation’s financial performance and the racial diversity of its leadership (Reguera-

Alvarado and Bravo-Urquiza, 2020). 

The topic of gender or sex diversity dominates the diversity and inclusion literature, 

specifically when examining the leadership and management of elite level sport (Adair, et al, 

2010).  Like other forms of diversity and inclusion, gender diversity has been shown to 

increase productivity (Yang and Konrad 2011) and helps with better strategic decision-making 

(Herring 2009). Studies suggest that organisations with a mixed gender BOD outperform 

organisations that have a Board comprised of just one gender (Joecks et al, 2013).  Terjesen 

et al, (2009) suggest that, because of the unique skills, knowledge and perspectives, which 

females bring to the decision-making process, their presence at this senior level, can help 

increase the overall performance of an organisation. Additionally, research suggests that 

organisations with higher levels of gender diversity display both higher levels of innovation 

(Yang and Konrad 2011) and greater attention to the concept of corporate and social 

responsibility (Joecks et al, 2013; Torchia et al, 2011; Terjesen et al, 2009; and Konrad et al, 

2008). Amiri et al (2022: p77) conclude that ‘gender diversity is positively and significantly 

related to the four dimensions of social sustainability’ (workforce, human rights, community, 

product responsibility). Moreover, research by Konrad et al (2008) identified that females 

bring a collaborative leadership style that benefits Boardroom dynamics by increased 

listening, social support and win-win problem solving. Research also indicates that Boards 

with higher female representation have better financial management and engage in less risky 

financial and management decisions (Ward and Forker, 2017;). Furthermore, Terjesen et al 

(2009) found that females were significantly more active in promoting non-financial 

performance measures, such as customer and employee satisfaction. 
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Yet white men continue to numerically dominate senior leadership roles. This tendency to 

select members based on racial and gender similarity can have a considerable impact on the 

future makeup of an organisation. Because white men proportionally dominate senior 

leadership roles (Deloitte, 2019; Gill and Orgad, 2018), marginalized groups will encounter 

greater hurdles in their attempts at professional advancement due to homo-social 

reproduction (Eliott and Smith, 2004). In order to address this risk of homo-social 

reproduction, interventions have been made, e.g., structural alteration to Board make-up and 

requirements for specific diversity percentages within Boards. International approaches, such 

as instituting quotas to regulate the makeup of BODs, are particularly evident in attempts to 

increase the number of women at Board level in Europe (Terjesen et al, 2015). For example, 

Norway’s requirement that 40% of the Boards of publicly traded companies should be women 

(Sweigart, 2012). Recently, global fast-food franchise giant McDonalds announced their goal 

to increase the representation of marginalized groups in senior management roles from 29% 

to 35%, over the subsequent four years (Ziady, 2021). 

However, notwithstanding such attempts to create opportunity, people of colour and women 

continue to find it difficult to advance to the highest levels of leadership (Gloor et al, 2018). 

The difficulties experienced by females within sports management have been specifically 

identified and documented (Adriaanse, 2017). In fact, the reality of action taken to improve 

EDI in sport management is not match the abundance of rhetoric on the subject (Storr, et al, 

2022). Indeed, there are numerous factors which continue to either passively support a non-

inclusive status quo or worse, to actively mitigate against change (Denison, et al, 2020). These 

range from systemic barriers such as the dynamics of organizational culture (Knoppers, et al, 

2020) to the discursive practices utilized by individuals, especially those in management or 

leadership positions (Spaajj, et al, 2020).  

Inclusion vs Diversity 

The term diversity has been used to designate the demographic variances among collective 

group association, e.g., in social organisations and in companies (both profit and not for 

profit) (McGrath, Berdahl, and Arrow, 1995).  Diversity can take many forms that are easily 

recognisable, for example gender, race, and age (Milliken and Martins, 1996). However, it can 

also encompass less obvious categories, such as: educational background; technical 

knowledge; and socio-economic status (Kochan et al, 2003). Hence, the idea of diversity is 
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perhaps better summed up as “the varied perspectives and approaches to work that members 

of different identity groups bring” (Thomas and Ely, 1996, p. 80). 

However, while much of the literature seems to address diversity in the form of 

representation, there is a separate and distinctly different conversation to be had, around 

diversity in the form of inclusion. Mor Barak and Cherin (1998) express inclusion as the 

amount to which an individual has the ability to participate fully within an organisation, and 

to possess the ability to influence the decision-making processes. Unlike diversity, which is 

about representation and being seen, inclusion is about being heard and participating. Thus, 

inclusion denotes an individual’s ability to contribute fully and effectively to an organisation 

without the need to compromise oneself (Behnke et al, 2021). Establishing a level of critical 

mass is one way to create such inclusion.  

Critical Mass Theory 

The thesis behind Critical Mass Theory is that marginalized groups are more likely to attain 

influence in an organisation once a certain threshold within the organisation is achieved 

(Joecks et al, 2013).  Kanter (1977) provided a significant contribution to the application and 

popularity of Critical Mass Theory, by applying threshold model analysis when examining the 

politics of gender and collective political action within corporate leadership structures. Kanter 

(1977) contends that, when a marginalized group achieves critical mass among the leadership 

of an organisation, that group can then affect policy and generate transformation as wholly 

involved contributors, and not just as token agents of diversity.  

 Since Kanter’s (1977) work, ‘critical mass’ has gained greater traction among academics and 

policy developers to justify the appointment of more women to leadership positions (Joecks, 

et al, 2013; Torchia et al, 2011).  The work of Gaston et al, (2020), and Adriaanese (2016), 

have used Critical Mass Theory to examine the inclusion of women in leadership and 

management roles within elite levels of sports organisations.   

A significant contribution made by Kanter (1977) was the development of taxonomies to help 

identify and distinguish different levels of critical mass.  Gaston et al, (2021, p 6) provided an 

overview of Kanter’s (1977) taxonomies:  



8 
 

• Uniformed Groups are groups in which all members share the same (visible) 

characteristics. Uniformed groups are comprised of 100 percent of the same sex or 

race.  

• Skewed Groups are groups in which one dominant type (e.g., males) controls a few 

(e.g., females), and therefore controls the group and its culture. The few are called 

“tokens” and are not treated as individuals but as representatives of their category 

(Kanter 1977 p 208). Kanter (1977) and Joecks (2012) suggest that, skewed groups 

comprise of a 90/20 split, whereas tilted Groups are groups with less extreme 

distribution. Unlike the skewed groups, minority members can ally and influence the 

culture of the groups. They do not stand for all of their kind but instead represent a 

subgroup whose members are to be differentiated from each other, in their skills and 

abilities (Kanter, 1977 p. 208).  Kanter (1977) and Joecks (2012) suggest that male 

dominated tilted groups are comprised of up to a 20-40 split. 

• Balanced Groups are groups in which the majority and minority turn into potential 

subgroups, where differences becomes less and less important. The focus thus turns 

to their different abilities and skills (Kanter, 1977 p. 208).  Kanter (1977) and Joecks 

(2012) suggest that balanced groups are comprised of up to a 40-60 split.  

 

The works of Joecks et al (2012) and Torchia et al (2011) all recognise that the achievement 

of a tilted classification is needed in order for marginalized groups to gain power, and thus to 

affect the administrative and mission course of an organisation.  

Methodology 

Source Material:  

The source materials for this research comes from USOPC’s Diversity and Inclusion Scorecard 

(DIS). First published in 2013, the DIS provided data on two areas of diversity: ‘Women’ and 

‘People of Colour’.  In the following year the report added ‘Military Veteran’ status, and in 

2015 ‘Persons with Disabilities’ were included, to make up the four areas that are currently 

included in the scorecard. This article has focused only on the ‘Women’ and ‘People of Colour’ 

data, as these they provide the greatest amount of longitudinal information.  
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The scorecard’s presentation of the data has changed since its inception. From 2013 to 2015, 

percentages were presented with the decimal value to the tenth, while from 2016 to 2017 

the decimal value was stretched to the hundredths. The data will be presented as shown in 

the relevant individual year report.  More significantly, from 2018 the BOD Data was no longer 

presented as a stand-alone line item.  From 2018 – 2020 the USOPC changed the reporting 

structure of the report, merging the BOD line item with Senior Level Management, to what is 

now referred to as “Executive/Senior Level Officials and Managers”, while Mid-Level 

managers are now referred to as “First/Mid-Level Officials and Managers”. To help ensure 

consistency, this research has elected to focus on the 2013 -2017 data, as it would be difficult 

to confirm the accuracy of Board of Director data after 2018.  

Additionally, the data does not identify intersectionality, for example whether a Board 

member is both Asian-American and female. As seen in the literature review, much of the 

research uses the term ‘Gender Diversity’ when speaking about the EDI of the female sex. As 

this research subscribes to the idea that gender is a social construct, the article will be using 

the terms ‘sex/female’ rather than ‘gender/woman/women’ in the discussion sections. 

Critical Mass Application and Analysis:  

The research examined the data through the lens of Kantar’s (1977) Critical Mass Theory, to 

establish if the USOPC was creating an environment allowing inclusion to occur. The research 

plotted the data from the 2013-2017 USOPC’s DIS to determine if, and or when, critical mass 

was achieved within the BOD. This process was repeated using Senior Level and Mid-Level 

Management data to determine the levels of critical mass within those groupings.  

 

Findings and Discussion:  

When the data is examined through the lens of Kanter’s (1977) Critical Mass Theory, Table 1 

and Table 2 (drawing on data from the USOPC diversity and inclusion scorecards) provide both 

the actual percentage of females and people of colour on the BOD, as well as the desired goals 

stated in each scorecard from 2013 – 2017. 

As shown in Table 1, from 2013 to 2017 the USOCP sought to have a ‘Tilted’ level of female 

representation on its Board, as shown in the ‘Goal’ column.  This desired level of 30% or more 
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coincides with the work of Kanter (1977), Joecks et al (2012), Torchia (2001) and Torchia et al 

(2011), allowing greater opportunity for Female inclusion. The Board exceeded its goal target 

in 2013 and 2014, thus attaining a ‘balanced’ classification. Between 2015-2017 the difference 

between actual and goal was marginal, thus falling just short of this classification. These 

results indicate that females are able to fully participate and affect the operation of the 

USOPC.  

Insert Table 1: Female Board of Director Critical Mass Table 

 

When attention is focused on the membership of people of colour on the BOD (Table 2), the 

actual makeup of the Board is well below the 30% required to achieve inclusion.  In 2013, 

2014, 2016 and 2017 the People of Colour goal occupies what Kanter (1977) would classify as 

‘Skewed Groups’, rendering people of colour on the Board as ‘token’. 2015 is the only year in 

which the goal would be considered ‘Tilted’. This is because this was the only year in which a 

goal was set which would result in a ‘tilted’ status. However, even if the USOPC is 100 percent 

successful in achieving their desired goal for people of colour, this is not set at a level that 

would allow for inclusive participation.  

Insert Table 2: People of Colour Board of Director Critical Mass 

 

While the above findings are interesting, what might they mean in the larger context of the 

management the USOPC? As previously identified in the literature, there is well-established 

support amongst both industry practitioners and academics that diversity within the 

structures of leadership benefits the performance and management of an organisation. 

However, a significant barrier to diversity at the highest levels of management is the idea of 

homo-social reproduction. The evidence illustrates that, although people of colour have not 

established a level of critical mass at Board level (30% or more), females have. So, this raises 

the question of how this might disrupt the act of homo-social reproduction, for both groups, 

within Senior Level Management and Mid-Level Management at the USOPC?  

When the lens of critical mass is applied to examine female inclusion at Senior and Mid-level 

management, the data shows that between 2013 and 2017, the goal for females at the Senior 
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Level Management was set above 30%. For the most part, that 30% goal was achieved or fell 

just short, as shown in Table 3. When looking at female Mid-Level Managers during the same 

time frame, females experienced significant success achieving a ‘Balanced’ classification, with 

half of USOPC Mid-Level Managers being female. It should be noted that the highest rate of 

actual female representation coincides with the loftiest goals for female inclusion. That could 

be seen as a possible indicator that the higher the bar of achievement, the greater the level 

of achievement that occurs. Regardless of the possible implications, the fact remains that 

female EDI goals have been set at a level that actually allows inclusion to occur if achieved (as 

it was), thus establishing an environment that allows females to fully participate.  

The data from Table 3 provides an interesting story about the historical rates of inclusion of 

females within the Senior and Mid-Level Management of the USOPC, when considered 

alongside the data presented about the BOD. There is a developing argument, from a 

numerical perspective, which supports the view that the USOPC is disrupting the classic 

homo-social reproduction of only advancing males into positions of leadership and 

management. It could be suggested that the makeup of the USOPC BOD has fostered a culture 

of female inclusivity through the setting and achieving levels of diversity to the point that it 

has created levels of critical mass, thus manifesting the ‘Tilted’ and ‘Balanced’ environments 

for females in other areas of management and leadership within the organisation. 

Insert Table 3: Female Senior and Mid-Level Critical Mass 

 

However, as Table 4 illustrates, people of colour are not experiencing the same level of 

inclusion as their female peers. Within Senior Management, the goal was never greater than 

15.9 %. Even if the USOPC achieved this goal, it is still half of what is needed to establish a 

level of critical mass. The same story occurs when examining the Mid-Level Managers:  the 

goal is well below the required level of 30%.  

 

Insert Table 4: People of Colour Senior and Mid-Level Management Critical Mass 
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Again, there appears to be numerical support for a developing argument that the USOPC has 

failed to overcome homo-social reproduction in terms of race at Board level. It could be 

further suggested that the lack of critical mass of people of colour is also being reproduced at 

the Senior and Mid-Level management positions at the USOPC.  

While this research focused on 2013-2017, due to reasons stated in the methodology, the 

2020 data nonetheless provides a similar story in terms of diversity goals and diversity 

achievement. Tables 5 and 6 show that the critical mass trends that occurred between 2013 

and 2017 are a mirror reflection of the most recently available data published by the USOPC.   

Insert Table 5: 2020 USOPC People of Colour Diversity 

 

 

 

 

Insert Table 6: 2020 USOPC Female Diversity 

 

Conclusion:  

Critical Mass provides a theoretical path for encouraging inclusion, regardless of 

financial/staffing capabilities, and counters the self-fulfilling prophecy of marginalization by 

basing EDI policy of representation on a population size rather than on amassing a population 

that can effect change. However, iIf the USOPC Diversity Inclusion Scorecard is designed to 

create inclusion and not just diversity, the organisation needs to re-evaluate how it addresses 

inclusion, both for itself and for the NGBs under its umbrella. At the moment, the USOPC is 

advancing the role of females within the organisation as it appears the organisation has a 

greater appetite to include females at all levels of management (BOD, Senior Level and Mid-

Management Level), as seen by the goals they have set. The more females are represented 

and gain full participation, the more they have power to influence the makeup of the 

organisation. From the data provided, it could be argued that the USOPC has been successful 

in their efforts to create an inclusive management and leadership team in terms of sex.  
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However, this is not the case in terms of race and ethnicity, nor where people exist at the 

intersection of multiple identities. For that reason our main recommendation is the need for 

some refinement to the way in which the USOPC collects data.   

The USOPC needs to celebrate the success it has achieved in female inclusion and learn from 

that success. By applying Critical Mass Theory to the data collated from its underpinning 

research, this paper challenges the USOPC to increase the benchmarks for people of colour 

to match those of its female Board members. This would allow the USOPC to test their strong 

correlation data and possibly determine if the goal is a causational factor for the actual.  If the 

higher benchmark results in greater racial inclusion, the USOPC could potentially reproduce 

the success achieved in female inclusion. By itself, this data is insufficient to provide evidence 

of causation, which is a limitiation of this study. However, when combined with the critical 

mass data referred to above, a trend does emerge that could be tested by further research. 

For example, through a replication of this study to utilise newer data when they are released, 

to further extend the longitudinal study. This could then lead into research which seeks to 

investigate causal links between organisational success and female inclusion, and consider if 

this might also be inferred in relation to greater inclusivity for people of colour.   

Completion and analysis of these organisational and research recommendations could yield 

insights and practical steps for both the USOPC, and any organisation seeking the benefits of 

better social inclusivity within its senior and mid-level management.  
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