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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

Rationale/Purpose: Much work in sport management demonstrates the
importance of the work-life interface across positions in sport, including
investigations of coaches, front oﬃce staﬀ, and training staﬀ. However, ongoing
arguments suggest that understanding the work-family balance patterns of
executives may be of particular importance. The purpose of this paper is to identify
patterns of work-life balance strategies among successful executive sport managers.
Design/Methodological Approach: Following a qualitative descriptive approach this
study utilized in-depth semi-structured interviews with a sample of 30 mid-late career
head coach executives.
Findings: The results revealed a typology of six prevalent strategies for work-family
balance: Segmentor, Successful Spillover, Spillover Aﬄicted, Compensator, Work
Accommodator, and Family Accommodator.
Practical Implications: This study provides a helpful taxonomy for tailoring human
resource management policies and practices for this valuable employee segment.
Research Contribution: From a theoretical perspective, this study helps inform ways
to move beyond strictly a role conﬂict and into a role balance perspective. It also
provides insight into the ways that scarcity and enhancement role theories interact
in context.
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Sport organizations continue to focus on management strategies for improving work-life
balance, yet the actual experience of balance
for those living and working in sport remains
elusive. Family–friendly policies such as
ﬂexible work arrangements, family leave, and
family travel arrangements, aim to provide
employees with assistance in managing both
their work and family responsibilities (Dixon &
Bruening, 2007; Dixon & Sagas, 2007; Graham
& Dixon, 2017; Taylor et al., 2019). Further,
enhancing work-family balance is part of
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improving employee well-being, which is
linked to positive individual and organizational
outcomes such as job and life satisfaction,
organizational commitment, and organizational
and career tenure (Amstad et al., 2011; Dixon &
Bruening, 2007; Dixon & Sagas, 2007). From a
human capital perspective, work-family
beneﬁts and programs are a way to bolster
investment in human talent, and to attract
and retain valuable employees (Becker, 1962;
Butts et al., 2013). However, evidence also
suggests that work-family policies are not
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universally helpful or applicable across contexts
or positions (Amstad et al., 2011; Bruening &
Dixon, 2007; Shaw & Leberman, 2015; Taylor
et al., 2019). Thus, there is a need to continue
to reﬁne theory and practice in this realm, uncovering assumptions and realities that may
hinder or aid the relevance of work-life supports as well as the eﬀectiveness of workfamily functioning.
Much work in sport management demonstrates the importance of the work-life interface
across positions in sport organizations.
Research in this area includes examination of
coaches, front oﬃce staﬀ, sport clubs, referees,
and training staﬀ (e.g. Bruening & Dixon,
2007; Dixon & Bruening, 2007; Dixon & Sagas,
2007; Graham & Dixon, 2017; Hong et al.,
2019; Huml et al.,2020; Leberman & Palmer,
2009; Mazerolle & Eason, 2016; Mazerolle
et al., 2012; Taylor et al., 2019). However,
ongoing arguments in the sport management
and more general human resource management literature suggest that understanding
the work-life balance patterns of executives
may be of particular importance, especially
that of a chief executive oﬃcer (CEO) (Kasper
et al., 2005; Shaw & Leberman, 2015; Stock
et al., 2014). Stock et al. (2014) note three
reasons for the need to examine work-life
balance among CEO positions. First, the job
demands of CEOs are diﬀerent from those of
other employees. Second, the CEO positions
are central to organizational performance.
Third, CEO work-life balance may have underlying mechanisms that are diﬀerent than
those of other employees.
Before examining these three reasons in
more detail, we ﬁrst need to deﬁne the CEO
position relative to the sport industry. In professional sport organizations, positions such as
president, vice-president clearly are considered
executive-level positions. In college sport, Athletic Directors and various Associate/Assistant
would be considered executive-level positions,
with the Athletic Director typically considered
to be the CEO of the entire department.

However, in both professional and college
sport, recent arguments have been made for
head coaches, particularly those in the NCAA
Division I setting, to be considered as topexecutives of their individual programs
(Holmes, 2010; Humphreys et al., 2016;
Morrow & Howieson, 2018; Soebbing et al.,
2016; Soebbing & Washington, 2011).
Humphreys and colleagues (2016) describe
the parallels well. They state:
The head coach must determine a strategic
direction for the football program, devise
game plans analogous to making day-to-day
operational decision, hire and manage a
large number of assistant coaches, recruit
players, manage large scale tutoring operations that keep players academically eligible
to compete, deal with the media, and
perform the role of public face of the football
program. The head coach must also interact
with alumni and donors and ensure that the
football program is both successful and stays
within NCAA regulations. Head football
coaches at top programs earn salaries commensurate with corporate CEOs; top coaches
earn millions of dollars per year in salaries as
well as signiﬁcant performance bonuses and
additional compensation from media appearances and camps (p. 483).

While Humphreys included only head football
coaches, the same argument could be made
for head coaches of other sports, as the job
demands and responsibilities for their individual
programs are parallel even if the salary and
media attention is not (Cunningham & Dixon,
2003; Dixon & Bruening, 2007; Graham &
Dixon, 2017; Shaw & Leberman, 2015). Given
this parallel of CEO and head coach, we refer
to head coaches throughout this paper as organizational executives, or coach executives.
As such, executives’ job demands place
these individuals’ profession into direct
competition with family obligations (Dixon &
Bruening, 2007; Graham & Dixon, 2017; Kasper
et al., 2005). This is likely exacerbated in sport
jobs, where coaches and other sport providers’
hours are unpredictable, extensive, and involve
numerous nights and weekends (Dixon &
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Bruening, 2007; Graham & Dixon, 2017). Top
executives in and out of sport face extremely
demanding job pressures including stresses of
time and people, visible results, multiple and
competing stakeholders, and information overload (Dabbs et al., 2020; Humphreys et al., 2016;
Mayo et al., 2011; Morrow & Howieson, 2018;
Soebbing et al., 2016; Soebbing & Washington,
2011). These high demands seem increasingly
to conﬂict with changing demands of postmodern families, where both parents are expected
to be involved and engaged in family responsibilities (Aumann, Galinsky, & Matos, 2014;
Dabbs et al., 2020; Galinsky et al., 2011;
Graham & Dixon, 2017). This ongoing high
pressure and direct conﬂict can cause strain
between work and family roles, leading to
high levels of stress and exhaustion that can
ultimately impact individual health, performance, and tenure (Amstad et al., 2011; Dixon
et al., 2008; Dixon & Sagas, 2007; Huml et al.,
2020; Graham & Dixon, 2017; Taylor et al.,
2019). These kinds of job demands have led
sport managers to suggest that CEOs need
more individualized attention in performance
management than other sport management
positions (Greenberg, 1992; Soebbing &
Washington, 2011).
In addition, executive positions are central to
organizational performance. A plethora of work
in sport management, particularly in sport
economics, ties executive performance and
turnover to organizational performance (e.g.
Audas et al., 2002; Holmes, 2010; Martinez &
Caudill, 2013; Soebbing & Washington, 2011).
While some evidence suggests that turnover
of CEOs (especially if they are poorly performing) can enhance organizational performance
(e.g. Pfeﬀer & Davis-Blake, 1986), others
suggest that coaching turnover hurts performance (Audas et al., 2002) and that the culture
built from long-term coaching tenure is paramount to organizational success (Smart &
Wolfe, 2000). Thus, ﬁnding ways to improve
retention of successful CEOs seems of utmost
importance to organizations.
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Third, executive employees’ management of
work-life balance may diﬀer from that of other
employees. Stock et al. (2014) argued that in
addition to the powerful performance pressures for CEOs, these individuals occupy isolated
positions at the top of their company or team
such that they lack the same kinds of social
and peer supports available to other employees. In addition, these executives face enormous pressure from subordinates, athletes,
external stakeholders, and the media to
“exhibit impressive behaviors while remaining
in full control of their emotions” (p. 1816),
thus, minimizing their options for releasing
the stress and strain from high and competing
demands. At the same time, executives may
have some liberties that other positions do
not aﬀord. For example, executives often have
great freedom in conﬁguring their work day
and work week (e.g. Bruening & Dixon, 2008;
Dabbs et al., 2020) to accommodate multiple
demands. In addition, the compensation level
of most executives often aﬀords them access
to external supports (e.g. housekeeping, administrative assistance, nannies) that are not available to other employees (Bruening & Dixon,
2008; Dabbs et al., 2020; Stock et al., 2014).
In sum, understanding and working to
improve the work-life balance of executives
could be a valuable tool for leveraging human
capital. As Stock and colleagues (2014,
p. 1816) argued: “Organizations might beneﬁt
particularly from fostering top executives’
work-family balance. Identifying human
resource management measures that best ﬁt
the needs of a company’s top management
requires knowledge of the peculiarities of top
executives’ work-family balance.” Toward continuing to build a fully developed theory of workfamily balance in sport, the purpose of this
paper is to identify patterns of work-life
balance strategies among successful executive
sport managers. To that end, we aim not
necessarily to provide in-depth descriptions of
each role management type, but more so to
understand the overall proﬁles across the
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sample to help develop an industry-speciﬁc taxonomy of work-family balance strategies that
could guide both theory and practice.

Contributions
Chalip (2006) suggested that one way to build
sport management theory is what he termed
a “derivative model.” That is a model whereby
mainstream management theory is intentionally examined within a sport management
context to “determine the degree to which theories borrowed from mainstream social science
are apt descriptors of sport phenomenon”
(p. 3). Indeed, this model has proven useful
for other inquiry in the work-family interface,
where scholars have found distinct antecedents, consequences, contextual inﬂuences,
and experiences of sport managers (coaches,
trainers, referees, front oﬃce staﬀ) relative to
employees in other industries. This study
allows us to continue to build sport-speciﬁc
theory in the area of work-family balance by
examining the management strategies of
sport executives (speciﬁcally head coaches)
relative to those in other industries.
Second, the focus of this study is on the
mechanisms of work-family balance. This adds
to previous inquiry (e.g. Bruening & Dixon,
2007; Dixon & Bruening, 2007; Hong et al.,
2019; Huml et al.,2020; Taylor et al., 2019) that
typically examines work-family conﬂict. That is,
the premise of the current study is that workfamily balance is more than simply a reduction
of conﬂict, and that employees can reach some
level of success in managing the demands of
both roles (Valcour, 2007), which leads to
enriched satisfaction in both work and life
domains. Dixon and Bruening (2007) argued
that more work examining active management
of work-family balance was needed in sport,
especially considering the speciﬁc contextual
complexities of the sport industry.
Third, this study builds on Bruening and
Dixon’s (2008) examination of the workfamily interface throughout the lifecourse by

including both men and women, and by examining the strategies of experienced executive
level coaches at mid-late career. This previous
work included coaches at earlier career and life
stages, all of whom were under the age of 40,
and whose children ranged in age from 6
months to 10 years-old. Examining mid-late
career coaches who have successfully navigated work and family for an extended
period of time will lend insight into how
people make choices and develop sustainable
management strategies toward work-family
balance.

Theoretical framework
Role theory provides a widely used framework
to study work-family tension across disciplines
(Goode, 1960; Graham & Dixon, 2017; Kahn
et al., 1964; Stock et al., 2014). It is concerned
with the “study of roles, or patterns of behaviors
that are characteristic of persons and context”
(Biddle, 2013, p. 20). Role theory suggests individuals occupy numerous life roles (e.g. parent,
spouse, volunteer, professional). As people
manage and fulﬁll the obligations associated
with life roles, at times they can experience
conﬂict between the roles (Greenhaus &
Powell, 2003).
As such, most role conﬂict studies are based
in scarcity theory. Scarcity theory posits that
resources like time, energy, and attention are
ﬁnite (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Greenhaus &
Powell, 2003). Labeled the resource drain
(Edwards & Rothbard, 2000), the more roles a
person has to fulﬁll and the greater his or her
involvement in each role, the more the person
depletes their personal resources for other life
roles (Stock et al., 2014). For example, when
an individual has high workplace demands,
they will use more resources on the work role
and deplete resources from other roles (e.g.
family and leisure). Scarcity theory asserts
roles remain separate, and individuals create
an environment where roles do not overlap.
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Research also shows involvement with multiple roles can be beneﬁcial, where one life
role can enhance another life role by providing
energy and resources (Graham & Dixon, 2017;
Greenhaus & Powell, 2006; Stock et al., 2014).
While some empirical evidence supports the
value of the work-life interface, this perspective
has received relatively less attention in the literature, with most studies focused not on
how to build successfully in both domains,
but moreso on simply reducing and resolving
conﬂict between domains (Stock et al., 2014;
Taylor et al., 2019).
What is needed, then, is a more comprehensive role theory-based framework to study the
work-family interface, speciﬁcally one that
accepts and helps to explain experiences of
both conﬂict and enrichment for people as
they work to manage life roles (Bruening &
Dixon, 2007; Graham & Dixon, 2017; Huml
et al., 2020; Stock et al., 2014). Situating the
development of this framework in the lives of
mid-late career organizational executives like
collegiate head coaches would be helpful not
only because these employees face considerable demands, pressures, and expectations in
both realms, but also because they have likely
developed strategies over time that they can
reﬂect on in terms of successes and challenges
they have faced.

Work-family balance strategies
Eckenrode and Gore (1990), Edwards and
Rothbard (2000), and Lambert (1990) argued
there are four basic mechanisms for managing
multiple roles: spillover, segmentation, accommodation, and compensation. Although all
four of these strategies are seen throughout
the sport management literature, there is no
comprehensive understanding of the relative
use of these various strategies and how they
may diﬀer among executives according to
demographic and sport proﬁles.
In brief, the spillover mechanism suggests
the experiences and role obligations of one
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domain can cause emotions, attitudes, behaviors, and skills to spill into another life
domain. Spillover can have a positive or a negative eﬀect on work or family life domains. In
sport this mechanism has been observed in
several settings, including athletic training
(Mazerolle & Eason, 2016).
A segmentation strategy is one where individuals actively work to keep their life
domains compartmentalized. The goal of this
mechanism is especially aimed toward managing their work-related stress. Some in sport
describe using this mechanism via technological distancing (e.g. turning phone oﬀ, not
checking email), even if only for short times,
to reduce work stress (Graham & Dixon, 2017;
Taylor et al., 2018). Others describe strict
boundaries between work and family realms
as a way to create separation, and personal
time as an eﬀective application of the segmentation mechanism (Mazerolle et al., 2012).
Accommodation strategies rely on limiting
involvement in one domain in order to meet
demands in the others. In previous studies in
sport, this strategy is most frequently seen in
limiting family demands to meet work
demands (Bruening & Dixon, 2007; Mazerolle
& Eason, 2016; Taylor et al., 2018, 2019).
However, limiting work involvement to
engage more with family has also been seen
in some cases (Joncheray et al., 2019).
Finally, a compensation strategy is not
necessarily focused on time or demand management, but on ﬁnding satisfaction in one
realm or the other. For example, if work
success is limited, a parent may try to ﬁnd
more satisfaction in the family realm. Some evidence for this mechanism has been seen by
coaches coping with on-ﬁeld losses by engaging in the family realm to ﬁnd support
(Graham & Dixon, 2017).
Leveraging these four types of mechanisms
for balancing work and family, Stock et al.
(2014) derived ﬁve typologies of work-family
management among executives across industries in Europe. The taxonomy of their ﬁve
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balancing strategies are described in Figure 1.
The current study builds on this typology, situating it in the context of sport, and exploring
both the ﬁt of the taxonomy in this context as
well as speciﬁc extensions and applications
thereof.

who are in their mid and late career stages.
This methodology provides insight into an
area of study by providing description,
context, and basic interpretation of how the
people in a study live their lives (Sandelowski,
2000, 2010).

Method

Participants

A qualitative descriptive approach was utilized
to illustrate and interpret the experiences and
behavioral tendencies of collegiate coaches

The sample for this study is part of a large
dataset from which one article is currently in
press (Dabbs et al., 2020). The current study

Figure 1. Work-Life Balance Management Types of Top Executives (Stock et al., 2014).
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is distinct from the previous study, even
though they both draw from the same set of
data. Because of the size of the overall data
originally collected, it was not possible to
create a single manuscript which included
all the ﬁndings in a “clear, digestible, and
meaningful” way (Fine & Kurdek, 1994,
p. 371). That is, the previous study from this
data set (Dabbs et al., 2020) examined the
experiences of mid and late career head
coaches through the lens of the Kaleidoscope
Career Model (KCM) and speciﬁcally focused
on career needs of experienced head
coaches. Because the focus of the current
study is on the way mid and late career
head coaches manage various life roles, this
distinct inquiry was warranted to further the
scientiﬁc conversation.
To gain further insight into the role management strategies of mid-late career coaches, a
sample group was assembled through purposive sampling. The individuals in the sample
were 35 years or older, with a least one child.
The initial sample group individuals were compiled from researchers’ personal networks, consisting of 8 coaches and 2 sport administrators.
From this starting group, the snowball sample
group grew to 30 head coaches that represented a variety of sports and NCAA conferences. Participant and recruitment continued
until data was saturated and no new themes
were emerging (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
The mean age was approximately 50 years old
with a strong representation of both male and
female coaches (18 male, 12 female). The
mean number of years coaching of the group
was roughly 23.

Instrument and interview process
Interviews were conducted in a way to help
interviewers understand “not just the traditional ‘what’ of everyday life, but ‘how’”
these coaches lives occur (Sandelowski, 2000,
2010). Semi-structured, 40–75 min, majority
in-person interviews with the head coaches
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created the platform. Twenty-one interviews
took place in the coaches’ oﬃce, nine of the
interviews took place via telephone, Skype, or
FaceTime. To increase conﬁdentiality, participants were given the option to use a pseudonym or ﬁrst name only, in addition to
removing identifying factors.
After receiving IRB approval, written consent
was obtained and interviews were conducted
with audio recording. Open-ended prompts
were given to the coaches to inquire more
about their career, daily routines and scheduling, and goals in both work and family
domains. More detailed questions followed,
derived from work in work-life theory in sport
(e.g. Dabbs et al., 2016; Dixon & Bruening,
2007; Graham & Dixon, 2017) and KCM sport
studies (Dabbs & Pastore, 2017; Shaw & Leberman, 2015), including “What do you think
about your work and family roles?”, “What is
required of you?”, and “Is there ever tension
between the two?”

Data analysis
After interviews were transcribed, the researchers checked the accuracy of the transcriptions
by listening to the interview audio ﬁles while
reading through the matching conversation.
Not only did this check for accuracy, it also
helped the researchers become more familiar
with the data. In addition, transcripts were
sent back to participants for member checking,
which increases the trustworthiness and
reliability of the data (Creswell & Creswell,
2018).
Once the transcripts were ﬁnalized, each
member of the research team analyzed the
data using a theoretical coding procedure
done by hand for each unit of data (Miles
et al., 2013). The theoretical coding was deductive in nature, based on the general work-family
balance strategies proposed by Eckenrode and
Gore (1990), Edwards and Rothbard (2000), and
Lambert (1990) well as the executive management taxonomy presented by Stock et al.
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(2014). In coding the larger data set toward the
speciﬁc purpose of the current study, the
researchers focused on questions centered
around the following: “Describe the various
roles in your life” “How do you manage all the
roles in your life?” “Describe a typical day in
and out of your playing season.” Even though
a deductive strategy was used, the researchers
remained open to emergent themes that
diﬀered from the taxonomy of executives
created by Stock et al. (2014).
Each interview was coded in the same
process whereby descriptors from the existing
taxonomy were utilized to code the current
data. Each potential meaning unit was labeled
with a single descriptive code (Miles et al.,
2013). For example, in the Spillover Aﬄicted
type, phrases denoting tensions in balancing
both realms, struggles and/or guilt in “not
meeting the demands of conﬂicting roles” and
the blended nature of their multiple roles
were used to codify coaches into this role management type. As another example, in the Work
Accommodator type, overall phrases and
themes that indicated consistently high
engagement with work and low engagement
with family were utilized to categorize these
individuals into this type.
After each individual on the three-member
research team completed coding, the team discussed discrepancies in codes and ﬁnalized
themes to reach inter-coder agreement
(Saldaña, 2015; Sandelowski & Barroso, 2007).
This consensus-based agreement approach
ensures investigator triangulation, which results
when there are multiple perspectives and conclusions from the data, which come together
through conversation and discussion. Overall
this approach can add credibility and in-depth
analysis to a study (Carter et al., 2014; Denzin,
1978). A similar approach with qualitative
studies has previously been used in sport
research (e.g. Braun et al., 2016; Coyle et al., 2017)
The researchers also remained sensitive to
diﬀerences between the two populations. As
noted in the results below, one new theme –

Successful Spillover – emerged in the data.
This theme and its meaning will be discussed
in the results below. Each of the proﬁles is presented below in Figures 2–7.

Results
Table 1 shows a summary overview of the six
work-life balance management strategies for
the coach executives in this sample. Figures
2–7 describe the sample and the proﬁles for
each coach, including their pseudonym, sport
coached, age, number of children, and
number of years in their career. Each participant
is also presented with a representative quote,
describing their experiences and approach to
the work-life interface.
As seen in the results, all ﬁve of the workfamily balance strategies developed by Stock
et al. (2014) are represented in the data. In
addition, a sixth proﬁle Successful Spillover,
emerged from the data. This proﬁle shares similarities with the Spillover Aﬄicted in that the
coaches in this type are highly involved in
their work role and quite satisﬁed and successful in this role. They also describe how work and
family domains are not necessarily separated
but highly blended, inﬂuencing each other,
such that thoughts and feelings spill-over
from one domain to the other. Coach executives in this type also report that they also
strongly participate in family life. For example,
Jamie described how her favorite experiences
involve her family at the NCAA tournament.
Likewise, both Jackie and Jordan described
the joy and satisfaction of having their families
be integrally involved with their respective
lacrosse teams. These coaches described their
management using terms like “integral, powerful, living it, energy and excitement, and
wanting family involved.”
While these life roles result in inter-role
conﬂict, especially work-to-family, unlike the
Spillover Aﬄicted type, these coach executives
report that they have found success in
meeting the demands of each role, they are
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Figure 2. Work Accommodator Work-Life Typology for Coaches.

satisﬁed with both roles, and that they cannot
envision life diﬀerently than blending both
roles. Consider for example, the quote from
Jamie, who explained how she arranged her
schedule to manage both work and family, or
that from Drew who described how he
wanted his staﬀ to have more balance, and is
very mindful of creating that both for himself
and his staﬀ (See Figure 4).

With the addition of this emergent type, the
data suggest that six work-life balance strategies are employed by this mid-late career
group of coach executives. As seen in Table 1,
the most frequently noted proﬁle in this
sample of mid-late career head coaches was
that of Work Accommodator (n = 11). This was
also the most skewed proﬁle in terms of
gender, with 9 males and 2 females
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Figure 2. Continued

represented. Consistent with Stock et al. (2014),
coach-executives in this proﬁle describe themselves as highly involved in their work, not
highly involved in their families, unapologetically competitive, “not there” at home (physically and/or mentally), all sport consuming,
and dependent on their spouse/partner for balancing demands across domains (see Figure 2).
Interestingly, and not described in the business
executive taxonomy, the coach executives also
describe how their children “understand” or
“accept” their work-family balance strategy
and their consistent choice of work over
family demands. This appears to be a way to

explain or defend their strategy, often in
terms of reaching an ultimate pinnacle where
they will then be able to better attend,
include, and provide for their family role
demands.
The second most noted proﬁle was Spillover
Aﬄicted (See Figure 3), with 6 coaches reporting management strategies of this type. There
were 4 females and 2 males represented. The
Spillover Aﬄicted type descriptions of themselves include a sense of constant tension
(pull, stretch, strain) between roles, and high
levels of guilt and dissatisfaction at their
ability to manage their demands well. As

MANAGING SPORT AND LEISURE
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Figure 3. Spillover Aﬄicted Work-Life Typology for Coaches.

Miles described, the idea of balance between
work and family, for these types, was “ﬁctitious.” While they are successful at work, they
seem to constantly feel that they are not
doing enough for their families, and that they
are exhausted, struggling, unhealthy.

The next two categories, Successful Spillover
(n = 5) and Segmentor (n = 5) had nearly equal
representation by gender. The Successful Spillover type (see Figure 4), as described above,
describe themselves as involved in both
realms, but enjoying the beneﬁts of both,

12

M. A. DIXON ET AL.

Figure 4. Successful Spillover Work-Life Typology for Coaches.

generally successful in both realms, and
satisﬁed with their dual-role lives.
The Segmentor type (see Figure 5), in contrast to the Spillover, attempts to manage the
two roles by separating, or segmenting them.
The individuals in this type describe their style
as “keeping them separate,” “avoiding crossover,” “really being where you are,” and “compartmentalizing.” These coach executives
describe strategies such as utilizing the drive
to/from work to decompress or transition, compartmentalizing time at home for family activities like meals or homework, and even
ensuring time for themselves to stay healthy
and exercise. While these coaches seem to
recognize the diﬃculty in achieving optimal
separation of roles/realms, they indicate that
this seems to be a successful coping strategy
as they did not use the same kinds of terms

like guilt, tension, and strain as in the Spillover
Aﬄicted type.
Finally, the least prevalent proﬁles were
those of Compensator (n=2) and Family Accommodator (n=1). The Compensator type (see
Figure 6) looked for satisfaction in one realm
where it was lacking in another. The two participants in this sample that ﬁt this proﬁle, were
slightly diﬀerent in their expressions of compensation James expressed involvement at
work, but focus on emotional fulﬁllment from
family. Larissa however, expressed feelings of
constantly shifting involvement from one
domain to the other, ultimately being satisﬁed
with neither. Both of these individuals express
a negative mood, and feelings that they are
not powerful or productive, which is similar to
the compensators in the Stock et al. (2014)
study.
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Figure 5. Segmentor Work-Life Typology for Coaches.

Figure 6. Compensator Work-Life Typology for Coaches.
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Figure 7. Family Accommodator Work-Life Typology for Coaches.
Table 1. Coaches Work-Family Balance Typology
(N = 30).
WFB Typology
Work-Accommodator
Spillover Aﬄicted
Successful Spillover
Segmentor
Compensator
Family Accommodator

Total Participants

Male

Female

11
6
5
5
2
1

9
2
2
3
1
0

2
4
3
2
1
1

Perhaps not surprisingly, there was only one
participant in the sample that could be
described as a Family Accommodator (see
Figure 7). The Family Accommodator described
limiting investment in the work domain,
suggesting that she cared less about the
team’s conference ﬁnish because she saw the
bigger picture of needing balance. This focus
created tension between work and family,
especially in feeling guilty about performance
at work.
While some management strategies had
greater representation based on gender, one
thing to note from the data is that there is no
emergent pattern according to sport, age,
length in career, or age/number of children in
terms of the work-family balance strategies utilized. The lone Family Accommodator was a
female, and the majority of the Work Accommodators were male. The other proﬁles were
more evenly represented by gender.

Discussion
The purpose of this study was to leverage Stock
et al.’s (2014) taxonomy of executives’ work-life

balance strategies to examine the strategies of
successful head coaches. Not surprisingly, the
data revealed that involvement in multiple life
roles does create conﬂict and a need for intentional management strategies toward successful work-life balance. Managing multiple roles
appears to be a complex and ongoing process
that requires planning, implementation, and
constant adjustment.
The coach executives in this study employed
a variety of tactics for work-life balance, and
those seem to ﬁt into six broader categories.
Stock et al. (2014) sample resulted in a taxonomy of ﬁve management strategies, whereas
this sample suggested the existence of a sixth,
the Spillover Successful. This is consistent with
Lambert’s (1990) conceptualization of the spillover type, where the outcomes could be both
positive and negative. Although multiple strategies were utilized, some appear to be more
successful than others. For example, Segmentor
and Successful Spillover represent very
diﬀerent strategies of balancing, but both
show high levels of satisfaction in both roles
and in feeling successful at the balance of
thereof. Work Accommodators, the most prevalent type in the sample, also report success, but
moreso in the work realm at the typically unapologetic expense of family.
Given the demands and high levels of institutional control in sport (Dixon & Bruening,
2007; Graham & Dixon, 2017; Huml et al.,2020;
Morrow & Howieson, 2018; Taylor et al., 2019),
it makes sense that the Work Accommodator
strategy is heavily represented among these
successful coaches. In fact, as mentioned
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earlier, the sport management literature is full
of examples of work-family conﬂict where
coaches feel trapped in their work cycles,
feeling they have very little time for family (Bruening & Dixon, 2007, 2008; Dixon & Bruening,
2007). This strategy tends to be particularly utilized by men, which would be consistent with
Graham and Dixon’s (2017) ﬁndings among
high school coaches. In both studies, institutional, social, and individual factors combined
to press men into choosing this strategy for
managing work and family, especially when
children were younger. In this data set, the
pattern seems to continue among more established coaches with older children, as it is a lifestyle that they feel not just they, but their whole
family has become accustomed to.
In previous studies (e.g. Bruening & Dixon,
2008; Dixon & Bruening, 2007; Graham &
Dixon, 2017; Mazerolle et al., 2012) sport managers’ narrative of “my family understands,”
the prevalence of this strategy, and the juxtaposition of this strategy with a sport ethic of the
need for sacriﬁce (Bruening & Dixon, 2007;
Taylor et al., 2019) combine to normalize the
Work Accommodator strategy, and in some
ways sets it up as the best approach.
However, the data from this study strongly
suggests that there is no one “right” way to successfully manage a sport career, in terms of
work-life balance. Across participants, see a
variety of strategies, and some of them quite
successful in terms of managing work and
family across a career. For example, both the
Successful Spillover and the Segmentor strategies proﬁle coach executives who claim the
ability to ﬁnd involvement and satisfaction in
both realms.
The existence of six diﬀerent work-family
balance strategies across this sample suggests
that there are multiple ways of successfully
managing the work-life interface, and it suggests
that if we could help coach executives identify
their preferred management style, we could
provide more tailored approaches from both
an organizational and an individual perspective.
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Contributions to theory and practice
In terms of building theory, the ﬁndings from
this study indicate that understanding the complexities of the work-family interface remains a
challenge for individuals and organizations. The
larger theoretical approaches of role scarcity
and role enhancement are clearly not mutually
exclusive (Stock et al., 2014). Instead, both the
taxonomies and the individual coach examples
demonstrate that roles can both drain and
enhance, draw from and contribute to an individuals’ overall life satisfaction and perceived
success. This suggests that as scholars, we
need to continue to look beyond conceptualizations of work-family conﬂict, and build toward
more proactive frameworks that acknowledge
the conﬂict, but also promote the beneﬁts of
multiple roles, and practical strategies toward
valuing and managing multiple life roles.
This study builds on previous conceptualizations of work-family balance strategies (e.g.
Eckenrode & Gore, 1990; Edwards & Rothbard,
2000; Lambert, 1990) in the context of a
highly visible and high-pressure work environment. The emergence of diﬀerent types of
proﬁles in this sample, compared to previous
studies (Stock et al., 2014) demonstrates the
importance of accounting for various types of
work-family balance strategies across professions, and across individuals. It identiﬁes
the need for examining contextual factors that
may inform individuals’ perceptions of their
available options for role management. Are
there cultural or organizational assumptions
or norms that restrict individual views of
eﬀective or even available strategies? Are the
assumptions or norms gender based? How
can they be both identiﬁed and mitigated?
In terms of practical applications, clearly it is
diﬃcult to successfully manage both work and
family in this highly demanding profession.
However, the data from this study supports
the bulk of work in sport management that
suggests sport organization can and need to
make a place for family because of the positive
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eﬀects on coaches, players, and the program.
Multiple roles build satisfaction, capacity, and
perspective. In fact, some evidence suggests
that family can also be a buﬀer toward sport
personnel tipping from engagement into
workaholism (Huml et al.,2020). While challenging, this study supports the need for organizations and individuals to work together to
support multiple roles, and highlights the
value both for individuals and organizations of
doing so.
Previous literature in sport management
suggests that many of the traditional worklife supports oﬀered by organizations are
not utilized or eﬀective for executives (Bruening & Dixon, 2007; 2008; Dixon et al., 2008;
Graham & Dixon, 2017). This study supports
those ﬁndings. For example, some traditional
supports such as ﬂexible hours, autonomy, or
family leave already are available to these
executives, or are not helpful due to the
overall demands of their job. As many of
these executive coaches report, they often
can work when and how they want, but it
does not decrease the amount of work or
the pressure to do their work at a very high
level. This ﬁnding underscores the need to
continue to examine more tailored
approaches for executive coaches, one that
emphasizes a ﬁt between organizational
oﬀerings and individual needs and resources
(Dabbs et al., 2016; Lambert, 1990; Stock
et al., 2014).
Thus, one possible application of this taxonomy is for organizations to utilize the taxonomy
to work with executive coaches to identify their
own preferred work-family balance strategy.
Then, examine together mechanisms for
support. For example, individuals who prefer
to segment, could beneﬁt from organizational
supports that help them to truly segment.
These might include after-hours do not
disturb policies and technological support
(see also Edwards & Rothbard, 2000). Individuals who prefer Spillover may beneﬁt from
coaching on boundary skills, or in relieving

competitive guilt (Bruening & Dixon, 2007,
2008). It appears that all balancing types
could beneﬁt from system-wide or institutionwide policies like mandatory dead periods
that would equally impact all coaches and
help relieve pressure to constantly compete
and compare (Huml et al.,2020; Taylor et al.,
2019). As organizational supports are developed that match individual strategies, this
could lead to more innovation of work-family
policies, and could also develop into some generalizable patterns that could be shared across
the industry.

Limitations and directions for future
research
This study contains the perspectives of head
coaches as CEOs of their individual programs.
Clearly, these are not the only executive level
positions in college sport, nor of sport organizations more broadly deﬁned. Thus, future
research should examine other CEO roles
within sport to build a more robust model of
this work-family balance typology. Second,
this study examines individuals navigating
roles. When managing multiple roles, future
research should examine contextual factors
that may inform individuals’ perceptions of
their available options for role management.
Are there cultural or organizational assumptions or norms that restrict individual views of
eﬀective or even available strategies? Are the
assumptions or norms gender based? How
can they be both identiﬁed and mitigated?
Further, this study, and other sport management research is limited on understanding the
perspective of the family/spouse. Future
research may seek to identify and understand
work-life balance strategies from the partner’s
and/or children’s perspectives.
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