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Context: Motherhood has been identified as a barrier to the
head athletic trainer (AT) position. Role models have been cited
as a possible facilitator for increasing the number of women who
pursue and maintain this role in the collegiate setting.

Objective: To examine the experiences of female ATs
balancing motherhood and head AT positions in the National
Collegiate Athletic Association Division II and III and National
Association of Intercollegiate Athletics settings.

Design: Qualitative study.
Setting: National Collegiate Athletic Association Divisions II

and III and National Association of Intercollegiate Athletics.
Patients or Other Participants: A total of 22 female head

ATs (average age ¼ 40 6 8 years) who were married with
children completed our study. Our participants had been
certified for 15.5 6 7.5 years and in their current positions as
head ATs for 9 6 8 years.

Data Collection and Analysis: We conducted online
interviews with all participants. Participants journaled their
reflections on a series of open-ended questions pertaining to

their experiences as head ATs. Data were analyzed following a
general inductive approach. Credibility was confirmed through
peer review and researcher triangulation.

Results: We identified 3 major contributors to work-life
conflict. Two speak to organizational influences on conflict: work
demands and time of year. The role of motherhood, which was
more of a personal contributor, also precipitated conflict for our
ATs. Four themes emerged as work-life balance facilitators:
planning, attitude and perspective, support networks, and
workplace integration. Support was defined at both the personal
and professional levels.

Conclusions: In terms of the organization, our participants
juggled long work hours, travel, and administrative tasks.
Individually and socioculturally, they overcame their guilt and
their need to be present and an active part of the parenting
process. These mothers demonstrated the ability to cope with
their demanding roles as both moms and head ATs.
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Key Points

� This group of female head athletic trainers who were also mothers experienced conflicts among their roles.
� They coped with these demanding roles by planning, being adaptable, relying on support, and integrating the roles.
� Having a realistic but positive attitude reduced stress and improved their outlook.

W
omen have long faced the challenge of balancing
work and family. Despite recent reports that
suggested men face similar burdens as women

do, a 2013 Pew Research survey1 indicated that women
were still 3 times more likely than men to face hardships.
Hardships may stem from role overload, feelings of guilt
about and responsibility for the household, domestic and
child-rearing duties, and work-related expectations and the
need for balance. Ninety percent of working mothers
reported experiencing conflict while trying to balance their
personal, family, and work demands and responsibilities.2

The conflict is often stimulated by a host of factors,
including organizational constraints, which may include
time spent at work (38% of working mothers spend 50þ
hours per week at work1), travel requirements, the need to
be present (‘‘face time’’) to complete work tasks, and
inflexible work schedules.3,4 Conflict is also exacerbated by
a variety of individual contributors, such as the need to
parent and complete household responsibilities such as
cooking, cleaning, laundry, and other domestic tasks.3–6

Work-life conflict does not result from a single factor (eg,
working too much) but from a multitude of interconnected

elements, such as the workplace climate, job-related
responsibilities, and the individual’s family values and
beliefs.

Over the last 5 years, attention to the work, life, and
family interface has increased within athletic training.7–10

The concerns have manifested for many reasons but largely
because of relationships identified between professional
attrition and work-life conflict.8–10 In a recent study of
burnout and general wellness, Naugle et al11 found that
female athletic trainers (ATs) struggled with balancing
multiple demanding roles, such as parenthood and athletic
training. Kahanov et al12 suggested that female ATs are
departing the profession at a quicker rate than male ATs
because of challenges from balancing the roles of an AT
and mother. Although male ATs also experience and report
conflicts, female ATs may perceive them to be of greater
concern and a reason to depart.11,12 The work setting has
also stimulated this departure for ATs: the collegiate setting
has seen a marked decline in female versus male ATs.10,12

The sport culture, and collegiate athletics in particular, is
known for long, irregular hours that often extend beyond a
40-hour workweek into the nighttime and weekends.13
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Furthermore, the sport culture is heavily rooted in the
concept of face time,14 which describes the importance of
being visible and available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week to
fulfill work-related responsibilities and expectations. The
need for face time leads to inflexible work scheduling,
confounding the individual’s ability to find balance.
Mazerolle et al15 suggested that female ATs make the
choice to leave the collegiate setting and, at times, the
athletic training profession because of the long hours
worked and the strain they place on the ability to succeed in
the roles of both mother and AT.

The concept that success in one role (eg, AT) limits
success in another role (eg, mother) has emerged as a
reason to not pursue a leadership role within athletic
training.16 Although work-life enrichment is increasingly
recognized as a benefit of working while simultaneously
engaging in a parental role,17,18 athletic training leaders do
not seem to be helped by this benefit.16 Over the last few
decades, Acosta and Carpenter19 have demonstrated a
marked difference in the number of women in leadership
roles, particularly in athletic training (eg, head AT role).
Many women seem to shy away from leadership roles in the
National Collegiate Athletic Association Division I setting,
but more assume these roles in non–Division I settings,19

and motherhood has been suggested as a major reason.16

Although the Division I setting has been described as
demanding and grueling, the atmosphere of the non–
Division I setting (ie, Divisions II and III and the National
Association of Intercollegiate Athletics) has been depicted
as more balanced and less stressful because of more
reasonable expectations related to performance, revenue,
and academic standards.20 This reason, among others, may
attract more female ATs to seek and remain in leadership
roles despite becoming mothers.

The purpose of our study was to gain an appreciation for
the experiences of working mothers balancing the roles of
AT and leader by serving as head ATs in the non–Division I
setting. We specifically focused on the challenges mothers
face regarding work-life balance and the strategies they use
to balance the demands on them as working mothers. We
believe this is important because Mazerolle et al16

suggested that motherhood appears to be a major barrier
to assuming a head AT role within the Division I setting;
according to Acosta and Carpenter,19 only 17.5% of all
Division I head ATs were women. The total percentage of
female head ATs was 30.7%, but a majority of these
women were in the Division II or III setting. Thus, the
barrier of motherhood may be less challenging in these
settings than in the Division I setting. Our study was guided
by the following questions: (1) Which factors contribute to
conflicts between work and home life for the female head
AT who is also a mother? (2) What strategies can help to
facilitate a balance between work and home life?

METHODS

Research Design

We used a phenomenologic design to examine the
experiences of female ATs serving as head ATs in the
collegiate setting outside of Division I. The central premise
of phenomenologic research is to intentionally understand
the collective experiences of individuals who share a

similar phenomenon.21 In our case, we were concerned with
how our participants balanced their roles as mothers, ATs,
and leaders within their sports medicine departments (head
ATs). Phenomenologic research is based on the descriptive
meanings that are often gathered in an interview format
structured around the phenomenon being studied. Although
traditional research uses the one-on-one interview, we used
an online medium as a means to collect information about
our participants’ lived experiences. No prescribed way of
interviewing has been documented in the literature22,23;
however, key fundamentals must be present for the
participants to share their experiences through openness
and reflection.23 We created open-ended questions that
avoided directing or guiding but rather allowed participants
a platform to share their personal opinions and experiences.

Participants

A total of 22 female head ATs (average age ¼ 40 6 8
years) who were married with children completed our
study. Our participants had been certified for 15.5 6 7.5
years and in their current positions as head ATs for 9 6 8
years. Most of our participants were employed via 11-
month contracts (range ¼ 9–12 months), and they worked
on average 50 6 9 hours per week. For the purposes of this
study, we specifically targeted mothers who were female
head ATs employed in the non–Division I setting.

Data-Collection Methods

Instrument Development. Before obtaining institutional
review board approval, we developed a structured interview
guide. The first set of questions was closed ended and
designed to gain demographic information, including age;
years of experience; position type; and other personal (eg,
marital status), institutional, and organizational (eg, hours
worked, travel) variables. The second set of questions was
open ended and focused on participants’ experiences as
mothers, ATs, and leaders or managers. The questions were
derived from the previous literature15 and our intended
purpose of the study. We also borrowed questions from
Mazerolle et al,16 who investigated the experiences of
female head ATs in the Division I setting (Appendix). We
conducted a peer review of our instrument with a female
AT who had published extensively in the area of qualitative
methods and professional topics such as retention and
work-life balance. Then, before data collection, we had 2
female head ATs with children pilot the study. They were
instructed to complete the study’s outlined procedures, and
then we solicited feedback individually through e-mail to
make any changes they believed necessary. All comments
involved grammar or the flow of questioning; appropriate
edits were made before launching the study.

Recruitment and Procedures. From the National Athletic
Trainers’ Association membership database, we solicited the
names and contact information of those members who were
women employed at the collegiate level and identified as head
ATs (N ¼ 216). The National Athletic Trainers’ Association
database does not differentiate among the divisions within the
collegiate setting, so we sent an e-mail invitation containing a
link to a demographic survey (Qualtrics, Provo, UT) to the
216 female head ATs. Two weeks after our initial request, we
sent a follow-up e-mail to the contact list. Of the 216 e-mails
sent, 140 head ATs responded. Of those 140 responses, 18
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indicated that they worked in the Division I setting, with 122
women employed in other divisions.

We then sent individual e-mails to those women who had
identified as working in the Division II, Division III, or
National Association of Intercollegiate Athletics setting (n
¼ 122). Our e-mail explained the purpose of our study and
asked for their voluntary participation in the online
interview. Interested individuals clicked on the icon
provided within the e-mail and proceeded to a series of
open-ended questions regarding their experiences as an AT
and a head AT. Consent was implied by completing the
structured online interview. A total of 77 participants
completed the survey, of whom 22 met our criterion of
being married with children.

Data Analysis

We followed the process for phenomenologic data
analysis as prescribed by Colaizzi24:

1. A general analysis of the transcript data was performed
through a cursory reading of each interview.

2. On the second reading of each transcript, specific
statements regarding the phenomenon under study were
identified and labeled.

3. Labels were based on meaning and context as they
pertained to the phenomenon.

4. The labels were evaluated and then grouped, according to
meaning, with other labels within each individual tran-
script.

5. The final presentation of the data was representative of the
phenomenon and included an extraction of textual data.

6. We validated the findings by engaging in researcher
triangulation and peer review.

Credibility

Both authors are female ATs who have worked in the non–
Division I collegiate setting. To address any potential bias,
we independently disclosed any potential concerns to each
other to help ensure the trustworthiness of the data. Although
both authors worked in the collegiate setting, neither of us
held the position of head AT. Both authors experienced
challenges related to work-life balance in our professional
careers. Any biased results would not benefit our attempts to
better understand the influence of motherhood on female
head ATs. Therefore, any potential bias was checked against
our strong desire to objectively understand the perceptions of
the participants. However, it was important for us to
maintain a high level of sensitivity to subjectivities by using

a team approach. Additionally, we used the strategy of
bracketing25 to demonstrate validity of the data-collection
and analysis process and to reduce the risk of researcher bias.
The process allowed us to remove our previous beliefs and
experiences as much as possible in order to fully appreciate
the experiences of our participants. The bracketing process
began with the initial conception of the structured interview
guide and the purposeful selection of the online data-
collection method. We prepared the interview guide in an
open-ended format to engage in each participant’s reflection
on her experiences and not direct her. We also had 2 female
ATs, a sport management researcher, and an athletic training
researcher review the interview guide before implementa-
tion. This review was calculated, as we hoped to reduce
researcher bias and avoid leading our participants to respond
in a specific way. Although the online interview reduced our
ability to follow up, it allowed our participants to share their
feelings confidentially.26

In addition to the bracketing technique, to secure
credibility, we used a peer-review process and researcher
triangulation. The peer was an independent researcher who
was trained in qualitative methods and currently works as
an AT. Her perspectives provided a stakeholder check as
we navigated the analysis process. Upon completion of the
phenomenologic analyses, we shared our findings with the
peer to gain triangulation. We conducted the analyses
independently and then discussed the results by sharing
coding sheets and extracted data to support the emergent
findings. This process yielded agreement and the findings
presented in the subsequent section.

RESULTS

We identified 3 major contributors to work-life conflict
(Figure 1). Two speak to the organizational influences on
conflict: work demands and time of year. The role of
motherhood was more of a personal contributor that
precipitated conflict for our ATs. Our data analysis also
revealed 4 major strategies (Figure 2) used by female ATs
balancing motherhood and the role of head AT in the non–
Division I setting. When in place, the strategies we present
helped our female ATs create a balance among the roles of
mother, AT, and supervisor (head AT). We present the
findings with supporting quotes from our participants.

Inhibitors of Work-Life Balance

Asked to describe their work-life balance, respondents
candidly illuminated experiences of conflict as they tried to
juggle their roles as head ATs and mothers. Comments

Figure 1. Challenges facing female athletic trainers balancing motherhood and head athletic trainer positions.
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included simple responses such as ‘‘work-life balance??? If
I figure out any of that I will let you know’’; ‘‘I would say
work unfortunately comes first more often, but I am trying
to work on that’’; ‘‘life balance is in the negative’’; and ‘‘the
balance is poor.’’ Other participants provided greater details
of their struggles to find time to balance their lives.
Conflicts were stimulated primarily by 2 organizational
factors: work demands and the time of year, but we
identified 3 factors in our participants’ responses that they
felt contributed to their experiences of imbalance: (1)
motherhood, (2) work demands, and (3) time of year.

Motherhood. Our participants shared their struggles with
balancing their roles as working mothers. That is, assuming
the role of mother in addition to the role of head AT can be
challenging and stimulate conflict. One AT said candidly,
‘‘Being a mom is hard enough without the amount of time
we spend in the athletic training room and with team
practice and game schedules. If we have to travel too, that
increased the burden.’’ Other comments regarding the effect
of motherhood and athletic training on work-life balance
were ‘‘not just being a head athletic trainer, but in general
being an athletic trainer and mother has impacted the time I
have to spend with my family’’; ‘‘I have been in athletic
training for 25 years, my kids are in their last year as
elementary students, I wish I could have been able to be
involved more, but I couldn’t’’; and ‘‘I miss my daughter
growing up from August to May. I miss soccer games,
school activities.’’

In addition to their absences from school and extracur-
ricular activities, many of our participants shared their guilt
regarding work and family time. That is, the motherhood
role added feelings of guilt because they could not be in 2
places at once. Several participants shared, ‘‘my biggest
challenge is feeling guilty’’; ‘‘I experience challenges like
all working mothers do, guilt time’’; and ‘‘my biggest
challenge is having to cover athletic events when my own
children are playing sports. I am not able to watch their
games, as I am instead taking care of other people’s
children—that is hard.’’

Work Demands. Our respondents noted that hours
worked and travel were their primary facilitators of work-
life conflict. One AT stated, ‘‘My work-life balance is very
poor. I spend about 70 hours a week at work, leaving me
exhausted and not wanting to participate in any activities
outside of work.’’ Another had a similar comment about the
number of hours worked per day: ‘‘balance is poor, as I

work at least 13-hour days during the [academic] year.’’
Many others also journaled about their struggles with long
work days and weeks. For instance, one AT responded to a
question about her current work-life balance: ‘‘it is very
difficult as I work at least 11-hour days, if not more
sometimes. It’s mainly work and a little bit of life.’’

Time of Year. Several participants illustrated the
struggle with the ebbs and flows of the year and their
effects on work-life balance. During certain times of the
year, work demands are high and life has to be placed on
hold. For example, one AT wrote, ‘‘work-life balance can
be horrible, especially during the months of August through
November. The spring is better, but it’s the best during June
and July.’’ The day-to-day demands on the AT during the
academic year were evident in an AT’s reflections on work-
life balance. She observed, ‘‘I do not have a balance. I am
too busy with work, getting harassed at work. So my work-
life balance only exists in the summer.’’ Another woman
described the constraints of the non–Division I setting with
regard to time of year: ‘‘It is tough [to find balance] when at
a small school, working multiple sports so I am in season
from August to June. There really isn’t any downtime to
take advantage until the summer.’’ Another AT highlighted
the relationship between work demands and time of year,
sharing her struggles with work-life balance. She
commented,

I definitely work a lot of hour[s] (50–70 per week), so the
‘‘life’’ part is greatly impacted. There is always an ebb
and flow to the year. I do have greater balance during the
summer months compared to the fall/winter.

Many of our participants also indicated that their
contracts were 12-month appointments, so although
patient-care responsibilities were reduced during the
summer, they continued to have other requirements and
obligations to manage.

Facilitators for Work-Life Balance

Despite challenges with finding work-life balance, our
ATs used various strategies to find work-life balance
(Figure 2). The tactics were mostly on the individual level
(planning, attitude), but others were on an organizational
level (eg, support networks, workplace integration). In
combination, they helped to establish work-life balance.

Figure 2. Strategies used to balance motherhood and athletic training.
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Planning. Our participants discussed the importance of
planning and being organized as a means to fulfill the roles
of mother, AT, and supervisor. One shared the need for
organization and planning within both domains: that is,
knowing what needs to be done and when help can create
balance. She addressed her strategy to find balance, saying,

I have a structured schedule both at work and home. That
seems to work for everyone. There are always schedule
changes that come up, but for the most part we have on
what is going on each [day] of the week who is doing
what at both home and at work. I consider myself
extremely organized, which helps.

A similar strategy was used by another participant, whose
mantra was ‘‘Plan, plan, plan.’’ She continued, ‘‘I try to
know my schedule 2 weeks or more in advance, if
something comes up unexpected than I make arrange-
ments.’’ Another woman described the need to plan and
multitask as ways to successfully balance multiple
demanding roles:

It’s difficult for a lot of mothers to take time away from
their own children for their student-athletes. Multitask-
ing is an absolute necessity for someone who is a mother
and head AT. Knowing where to put your time and
energy is hard to balance sometimes but I make it work.

The concepts of planning ahead and developing a routine
were also emerging aspects of the planning theme. Many of
our participants were aware of their family’s needs and, in
order to meet those needs as well as their work
responsibilities, planned ahead for domestic tasks. For
example, they made dinners or lunches in advance,
arranged visits from the family, or made time to talk with
their families while at work. One respondent stated, ‘‘I
make dinner ahead of time for the few nights my husband
might not be able to cook, and I won’t be home to help.’’
The importance of figuring out what works best for the
family was discussed by several of the participants. One,
for instance, commented,

Find a regimen that works for you and your family. For
example, cook dinner before you leave for work or on
the weekends and then freeze it, so your husband can just
reheat it. Plan a night for them to visit you at work. Plan
ahead.

The need to be proactive and plan was important for our
participants. Communicating the plan to their families was
also important in managing the roles of mother, AT, and
supervisor.

Attitude and Perspective. The attitude and perspective
theme speaks to our participants’ outlook on managing
motherhood and athletic training in a way that was realistic,
positive, and focused. This theme is best supported by one
woman’s observation about balancing her roles:

Motherhood and full time work is not easy, regardless of
the profession. If this (athletic training) is what you want
to do, do it. Don’t make excuses, and don’t expected
[sic] to be treated differently (because you are a mother/
female). Learn how to relax and enjoy your time when

you are not at work by empowering and giving
responsibility and ownership to your staff, without
pulling out the ‘‘kid card.’’

Many of our participants discussed their perspectives on
their obligations and realizing that sometimes, ‘‘you get
done what you get done.’’ This is best supported by the
remarks of one participant, who said, ‘‘Something in my life
will not get enough attention (just depends on if it will be
athletic training or my family).’’ Another AT was honest in
admitting, ‘‘I don’t make excuses, I get the job done [at
home and work]. I do my job as well as the dishes, lunches,
laundry, taxi service, etc.’’ Another participant believed her
strengths helped her balance life, sharing, ‘‘I am an
extremely driven person, so I put everything I have into
both my home and work life.’’

Being realistic and accepting was also important in
creating the sense of balance. One AT realized that it was
not possible to make every sporting event or school event,
but she couldn’t ‘‘beat herself up about it.’’ So she
maintained this mentality: ‘‘If I miss a soccer game, I have
to look forward to the next opportunity to see her shine.’’
Another respondent highlighted the need for flexibility
while still being fully engaged in each of her roles. She
described her philosophy on celebrating special occasions
throughout the year as

[r]ealizing that some celebrations may not occur on the
day, but you make the time for birthdays, holidays, and
when they happen make sure that you are fully
committed to that occasion and not be concerned about
what is going on at work.

Another aspect of the attitude and perspective theme was
investing in one role at a time to successfully balance the
demands of motherhood and head AT. That is, when
engaging in the mother role, the focus should be on that role
only and work spillover into home life should be
minimized. For example, one participant noted, ‘‘When I
am at work all I think about [is] work and when I am at
home all I think about is home. You can not think about
both at the same time and do a good job when you are [in]
one location.’’

Other participants had similar mindsets: ‘‘When I am
home, I am present. . .I do not bring work home with me’’;
‘‘Making family time a priority when I have ‘off’ time at
work’’; and ‘‘I spend every minute when I am home, with
my son. I tell him how much I love him, no matter how
tired I am.’’

Support Networks

The importance of having a support network materialized
from our participants’ comments (Figure 2). They recog-
nized the need for support, both at home (personally) and
from their colleagues and supervisors (professionally). One
respondent said the path to success in balancing the roles of
mother and head AT included ‘‘support systems.’’ However,
these support systems do not occur in isolation; a female
AT must have personal and professional support networks
to simultaneously navigate motherhood and head AT
duties. One participant explained, ‘‘you have to have a
supportive boss/supervisor and spouse in order to balance
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both [roles].’’ Another participant advised women aspiring
to balance motherhood and a leadership role to ‘‘have a
good support system that includes family, friends, and
students.’’

Personal Support Networks. For this group of female
head ATs, personal support networks included their spouses
and family members. Achieving work-life balance was
attributed to ‘‘I have support at home,’’ ‘‘having a
supportive husband,’’ and ‘‘we have a lot of family
around that helps us out!’’ Support was also garnered
when family members understood and appreciated that
athletic training is a demanding career. Regarding making it
all work, one AT commented, ‘‘First and foremost having
an understanding family. Without them I would not be here
today.’’

Having a spouse who could shoulder the load and
understand the dynamics of collegiate athletics and athletic
training was also part of the home support network. Being
flexible and being supportive of the lifestyle were cited
consistently by these ATs. For example, one said, ‘‘I
married someone who respects what I do and doesn’t mind
the hours. We make it work.’’ Another woman candidly
wrote, ‘‘I am fortunate to have a very supportive husband. If
I did not have him I would never have been able to do my
job and raise my family.’’ Spousal support ranged from help
with day care drop-off and pickup to making time to
integrate home life into the work life. As one woman
observed, ‘‘We do things as a family. That might mean
dinner is at 8:30.’’

The importance of reciprocity in sharing the load at home
was discussed by several participants. On the topic of
balancing her demands, one AT said, ‘‘My support system
at home is the best. My husband can take care of my
daughter when I cannot be there, and I do the same for
him.’’ Understanding by their spouses was key to
succeeding as a head AT and mother: ‘‘choose a spouse
that understands you and your career choice as well as goals
[and] that can make all the difference.’’

Professional Support Networks. The importance of
support within the workplace also emerged as important to
finding balance as female head ATs. This was cultivated by
both the head AT herself (‘‘I work in and foster a family
oriented environment’’) and by the staff (‘‘I think I am able
to manage motherhood, specifically at my current job
because the staff works together to raise the children in the
department’’). Discussions of work-life balance centered on
the development of a family-friendly, family-oriented
atmosphere that was based on support and sharing family
values. This was articulated by one woman who noted, ‘‘I
really lucked out with the [workplace] atmosphere here.
Everyone has a family and everyone is family orientated.
So we all love when each other’s kids come to visit.’’ We
asked our participants for tips and advice they would share
with young female ATs who may aspire to be mothers and
head ATs. Several referred to finding the right workplace,
one that includes support networks and people who have
similar family values.

Workplace Integration. The philosophy of work-life
integration challenges the traditional mindset that work and
personal lives are separate and neither spills into the other.
Permeable borders among work, home, and personal roles
allowed our respondents to create balance. They stated that
having a workplace that integrated family and work through

what was viewed as a ‘‘family-orientated’’ atmosphere was
key to their work-life balance. One participant observed, ‘‘I
am not afraid to have my son join me at work. He is well
behaved and welcomed, but I also do not abuse the
privilege.’’

Workplace integration was supported at the coworker
level by several participants, who said, ‘‘My coworkers are
in love with [my] daughter which makes it easy to bring her
to work,’’ and ‘‘I work with great people, so if I have to
bring my child to work, that isn’t a problem. My staff loves
to see my child when we come in.’’ A family-friendly
workplace and workplace integration were also endorsed at
the administrator level, as discussed by another participant
regarding her success as a head AT and mother: ‘‘I am also
very lucky to have an athletic director that allows me to
take my kids with me or have them at games with me when
time allows.’’ She demonstrated the importance of a
supportive supervisor in order to embrace work-life
integration.

Simply put, workplace integration worked because the
head AT’s support systems (both personal and professional)
agreed that work-life balance was beneficial. This was
summarized by one woman’s comments: ‘‘My boys loved
coming to practice when they were young, and I developed
a support system by hiring responsible college students as
nannies who became a part of our family.’’

DISCUSSION

Assuming a leadership role in any field can be stressful
and demanding, which can create challenges in achieving
work-life balance. Athletic trainers serving in leadership
roles, such as head AT, can struggle to find a balance as they
need to juggle and manage responsibilities that can require
time that extends beyond normal work hours.27 Regardless of
their role in the collegiate setting, ATs experience challenges
with work-life balance, which can affect career planning.15

Career advancement in athletic training has been linked to
parenting.15 In fact, motherhood has been documented as a
primary barrier to women assuming leadership positions,
particularly the head AT role, in collegiate athletics.16 The
challenges of managing the time needed to fulfill both roles
seemed to concern the female AT because the leadership
position required even more time than was already necessary
to succeed as a staff AT. The Division I environment has
often been synonymous with an intense work setting that
demands time, energy, and resources and limits an
individual’s ability to pursue outside activities.15,28 Thus,
the non–Division I environment has been discussed as a
possibly more favorable workplace because of a mentality
that is less ‘‘win at all costs’’ and more balanced between
academic and athletic success. Acosta and Carpenter19

reported that more women assumed the head AT role in
the non–Division I setting; because motherhood appears to
keep women from assuming the head AT role in the Division
I setting, we sought to understand why more mothers work
outside Division I.

Inhibitors of Work-Life Balance

Head ATs are prone to experiences of role overload,
which leads to conflict between personal and professional
demands.29 So, comparable with the findings of Mazerolle
et al,16 we too found that work-life conflict exists in the
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non–Division I setting. Our results, like those of previous
researchers,20 suggest that collegiate level is not a major
factor in work-life conflict. Organizational challenges did
exist for our working mothers and were cited as barriers to
finding balance, particularly the long hours worked and a
limited number of days off. For others working in the
collegiate setting,20 work-life conflict arises because of the
expectation and need for ATs to be present and provide
medical coverage. Time of year has emerged of late as
another confounding element to the work-life interface for
the collegiate AT20,30 and was also problematic for our
female ATs. Although the summer months have tradition-
ally been viewed as an opportunity for personal rejuvena-
tion and time away from the athletic training room, recent
changes to summer conditioning and practice rules have
affected the AT’s work-life balance.31 These changes
occurred within the Division I setting, but the majority of
our participants were contracted for 11 months, which can
negatively influence work-life balance in a way that is
similar.

Limited time is often the major antecedent to conflict,
especially for those individuals working in collegiate
athletics,3,32,33 a demanding and often inflexible subculture
that requires face time. As suggested by Dixon and
Bruening,3,4 conflict manifests because of an interaction
of individual, sociocultural, and organizational factors.
Therefore, despite documentation of organizational factors
as stimuli for conflict, other factors can coexist. Sex
differences have become less central within the work-life
interface, yet women still tend to report more challenges
with balancing multiple roles.11,15 In fact, work and life
challenges have been cited as major inhibitors for women
assuming leadership roles in athletic training.16 Our
findings appear to show that individual (eg, motherhood),
sociocultural (eg, feelings of guilt associated with mother-
hood), and organizational (eg, work demands, nature of the
job) factors precipitate work-life conflict for women in
leadership roles, lending credence to the Dixon and
Bruening4 model illustrating the complexity of the work-
life interface. Henderson34 described the ‘‘superwoman
syndrome’’ in which external (eg, societal) pressures and
self-imposed expectations and values plague the working
woman. The idea is that working mothers in leadership
roles must be able to ‘‘do it all,’’ successfully meeting their
roles in each aspect of their lives. The working mother’s
dilemma then manifests, as she never feels as if she can do
everything well.35

In athletic training, little attention has been given to the
traditional sex ideologies of women as caretakers and men
as breadwinners. A recent investigation by Mazerolle and
Eason36 presented a mindset shared by our participants,
which suggested that women do place more emphasis on
family and the role of caretaker, a dogma that creates the
platform for conflict. Because of prevailing societal gender
norms, women characteristically have a harder time
managing both work and family responsibilities, and they
report constantly feeling as if they must prove their worth.37

Women who work and have children, regardless of marital
status, often experience feelings of guilt, self-doubt, and
degradation because they feel aberrant.38–40 Social norms
not only make women feel that they have to choose work or
family but also impart a negative social connotation in
choosing work over family. A few of the women shared

feelings of guilt when they needed to spend time away from
their families or miss their children’s activities because of
work-related obligations. These feelings suggest that sex
ideologies can play a role in the work-life interface, and as
found by Mazerolle and Eason,36 ATs who are mothers (or
intend to be mothers someday) want positions that afford
them the flexibility to successfully balance both roles. In
the end, the working mother must find an atmosphere that
allows her to feel less guilt and provides the time to be
successful as both a mother and an AT.35

Facilitators of Work-Life Balance

Our participants shared that planning was an integral part
of their ability to find work-life balance and manage their
expectations as working mothers. Lists, prioritization, and
multitasking were time-management practices suggested by
working mothers to create sanity and balance. These tactics
are not isolated to working mothers but did appear to be
necessary tools to permit balance for our participants.41

Several researchers42,43 in the area of work-life balance
encouraged women to identify what was most important to
them, personally and professionally, and then to budget
time and energy for those roles accordingly. Athletic
trainers reported using time-management strategies such as
prioritization as a way to find work-life balance. Winter-
stein et al44 suggested that ATs use to-do lists to balance
personal and professional obligations and ensure time for
all activities. Therefore, our findings, although unique,
highlight the need to be organized and efficient with use of
time.

To fulfill the desire to care for their families while
balancing the expectations to provide medical coverage at
work, our participants planned ahead. Discussions about
making meals ahead of time, having a routine, and being
creative with schedules highlighted our working mothers’
attempts to continue to be caretakers while also being
breadwinners. These tactics speak to the importance of
multitasking, being proactive, and thinking ahead, the same
practices recommended to help female leaders and
supervisors succeed in creating balance.45 Hakim46 sug-
gested this mentality favors an adaptive lifestyle, which
allows a woman to engage both at home and for paid work
without having to invest more in one role than another.
Women who persist in athletic training, particularly in the
collegiate setting, appear to meet the criteria outlined by
Hakim regarding lifestyle preferences, as they want to
engage equally in home life and paid work.36

Our respondents were very aware that they needed
personal and professional support networks in place to
balance their roles as working mothers. Although these
findings are not surprising, as prior authors27,47 have linked
the need for support networks and achieving work-life
balance, they illustrate that women in leadership roles can
find balance. Working mothers who are successful in
finding a balance do so because they have intentionally
developed an effective support network that consists of
friends, family, and coworkers.48,49 This allows for a
teamwork approach, sharing the load in balancing domes-
tic, household, and organizational responsibilities that
individually can be stressful but in combination can
become overwhelming. Intentional planning and support
can lead to a more manageable outlook on life.49
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Head ATs need to not only create their own work-life
balance but also to model it. Our participants, like those
studied by Mazerolle et al29 and Goodman et al,27 wanted to
cultivate a workplace that allowed their staff members to
find work-life balance and, thus, also allowed them to attain
work-life balance. As observed by Winterstein et al,44 a
shared value system among peers and supervisors is
important in achieving work-life balance in athletic
training. Finding a workplace that fits the family-friendly
or family-oriented model has been described as important
for ATs because it not only allows for job sharing and
teamwork in the workplace but can, in addition, encourage
the individual to capitalize on the benefits of job sharing.
The professional support networks described by our
participants mimic those noted by other researchers29,30

and demonstrate the connection with workplace integration.
A supportive, collegial workplace can facilitate integration;
those providing support agree that it works. Kossek et al50

characterized this as a workplace climate that informally
supports work-life initiatives through culture.

Our working mothers discussed the importance of using
workplace integration as a means to promote more time for
both roles. This was also reported by head ATs working in
the Division I setting.29 So workplace integration may be a
strategy that benefits not only working mothers but all
collegiate ATs in demanding roles, such as those of head
ATs. As previously mentioned, time is a limiting factor, but
workplace integration enables the working mother to make
time for her role as AT and leader as well as that of mom
and caretaker. Perhaps the mindset in the non–Division I
setting helps to facilitate this integration, as the demands
appear to be (or are perceived to be) less because of a more
relaxed and balanced approach to athletics. Workplace
culture, which reflects having people who share similar
values working together, can lead to a better balance and
mindset for the AT.48

A distinctive finding of our study was the outlook of our
participants. That is, they had positive and realistic
perspectives on motherhood and athletic training. Gina
Rivera, cofounder of the beauty franchise Phenix Salon
Suites, shared her personal philosophy: ‘‘I give the same
level of respect and attention to my personal and professional
life.’’51 Her standards for parenting and leading focus on
demonstrating that both roles are equally important, yet they
require realistic expectations. Personality traits have gained
attention in the evaluation of work-life balance; an individual
who demonstrates emotional stability and a more positive
affect is likely to cope better and navigate stressful situations
with ease.52,53 Moreover, extraversion, a trait that is high in
sociability and support networks, is a mediating personality
trait for work-life conflict.54 Our mothers used support
networks as a means to balance it all, thus providing another
link to the idea that personality can mediate conflict.
Although we cannot speak to this idea directly, it is likely
that our participants possessed attributes commonly associ-
ated with lower levels of perceived conflict.

Limitations and Future Directions

The findings presented were collected using an online
medium, which, despite its documented advantages and
ability to produce rich data, is limited by a void of
participant-researcher interaction. We were unable to

follow up with our participants regarding their thoughts
and experiences as working mothers and collegiate head
ATs. We took steps to reduce the effect of this limitation
but recognize that future investigators should include in-
depth personal interviews or other means of data collection
to triangulate our findings. We focused solely on the
construct of work-life balance, and although this is a major
contributor to retention in athletic training, other factors
also mediate a woman’s career planning. Future inquiries
need to evaluate all aspects, such as other organizational
and individual factors that drive career planning.

Our findings address only the women’s perspective on
work-life balance and juggling life, parenthood, and the
role of head AT. We believe this is an important topic for
the profession, as women face significant pressures to
balance it all and invest time and resources simultaneously
in both their work and life roles.41 Concerns for work-life
balance are not isolated to female ATs; however, in athletic
training, achieving this balance appears to be more
concerning for them, especially when motherhood is
introduced. Future authors should gather the perspectives
of fathers as they navigate working in the collegiate setting
and in roles outside this workplace. This is particularly
important because the generally accepted notion of
fatherhood and success founded on breadwinning is
changing as fathers become perceived as having more
diverse roles and not being solely responsible for the
financial needs of families.

CONCLUSIONS

Our participants, like many ATs, experienced conflicts
among their roles as mothers, ATs, and leaders. Our
findings support the conceptual model developed by Dixon
and Bruening,3 which suggests that conflict occurs not
because of one factor but rather because of a combination
of competing expectations and roles at multiple levels.
Organizationally, our participants juggled long work hours,
travel, and administrative tasks. Individually and sociocul-
turally, they had to overcome their guilt and their need to be
present and an active part of the parenting process.

These mothers demonstrated the ability to cope with their
demanding roles as mothers and head ATs. They did so by
planning, being adaptable, using support when necessary,
and taking the time to integrate roles instead of keeping
them segregated. Perhaps motherhood made them better at
both roles, as they gained the positive attributes from each
role, a fundamental component of a work-life–enrichment
perspective. Mentorship, and specifically the lack of
women mentors, has been discussed as a barrier to the
head AT role.15 We hope our findings highlight the fact that
women can succeed in this leadership role while raising a
family.

We encourage female ATs to develop routines to assist
with day-to-day responsibilities (eg, cooking, meal plan-
ning, game coverage). Having a realistic yet positive
attitude can reduce stress and improve their job outlook.
Female ATs should try to embrace each role and value what
it brings into their life while engaged in that role (eg, while
at a child’s soccer game, turn off the phone, or while
providing patient care, focus on the task at hand). Finally,
delegating tasks and asking for assistance can be useful
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tools to help mothers and leaders successfully navigate
work-life balance.
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Appendix. Structured Interview Guidea

How would you describe your work life balance?
What factors impact your work life balance working in your
current practice setting?
What challenges do you face as a working mother?
How have you managed working full-time and being a
mother?
What factors have allowed you to persist in your current
position?
What advice would you share with a young female athletic
trainer, aspiring to become a head athletic trainer?
How have your current, past, or future family intentions (ie,
intentions to get married or have children) been influenced by
your career?
What about your current employment setting is favorable?
Why did you choose to work in this practice setting?
How do you describe your parenting philosophy?
Does this impact your ability to find a balance between work
life and home life?

a The interview guide is reproduced in its original form.
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