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Outline

• Australian Sailing gender equity goals
• Definitions
• Why does gender equity matter? 
• Current levels of female participation
• Barriers to participation
• How can we get there? 
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“By 2032 we have:

• 50% female participants

• Gender equity is achieved 
within the sailing community”
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A history of women’s sailing …
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Definitions
What is ‘gender equity’?

Who is the ‘sailing community’?
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What is gender equity?

“Process of being fair to men and women. 
To ensure fairness, measures must often be put in place to 

compensate for the historical and social disadvantages 
that prevent women and men from operating on a 

level playing field. 
Equity is a mean. Equality is the result.”

– UNESCO Gender Mainstreaming Implementation Framework – 2003
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Who is the sailing community?

The sailing community
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Board
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owners
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Marine 
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Why is it important to include 
more women and girls in sailing?
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Why is it important to include more women and girls?

Growing our sport is more 
important than ever…
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Why is it important to include more women and girls?
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Safety of all participants, reduced risk to clubs

Why is it important to include more women and girls?

“Sexual harassment is now recognised 
as a systemic risk, with industry, 

environmental and individual risk 
factors present in every workplace.”
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Safety of all participants, reduced risk to clubs

Why is it important to include more women and girls?

Risk factors: 
• Overall balance of males / females
• One gender holds most of the leadership roles
• Hierarchical structure 
• Culture where low level harassment / inappropriate 

behaviour is tolerated
• Use of alcohol 
• Overnight travel
• People in restrictive spaces, in remote locations, with 

restricted access to help and support
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Source: World Sailing Trust, Women in Saillng Strategic Review (2019)

Why is it important to include more women and girls?
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Reputational risks

Why is it important to include more women and girls?

‘I don’t take women offshore’ –
sailors protest sexism in the sport

Club investigating after women complain of 
feeling ‘isolated’, ‘unsafe’ at boozy regatta 

Parent complains after female sailor, 15, 
subjected to ‘manhandling’, dirty jokes 
on first yacht race
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It can improve safety for men and boys 
…
• Rigid gender roles strongly associated with:
 Poor mental health
 Increased thoughts of suicide
 Risky drinking
 Using or experiencing violence and bullying
 Being involved in a traffic accident

Why is it important to include more women and girls?
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Everyone should have the 
opportunity to experience the 
joys of sailing 

Why is it important to include more women and girls?



Are we there yet?
Current levels of female participation
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Are we there yet? – current levels of female participation

Board 
members

Australian Sailing:
• 5 men

• 4 women

Tasmanian sailing clubs*
• 45 men

• 12 women

Coaches -?

Race 
officials - ?
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Are we there yet? – current levels of female participation

Source: Roy Morgan Single Source (Australia), April 2014- March 2015, sample n = 51,882 Australians 14+

Female
37%Male

63%

Top 10 most gender-neutral (and two most biased) sports or activities

Sailing: 14th place
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Are we there yet? – current levels of female participation

Data source: World Sailing Trust Strategic Review of Women in Sailing (2019) 
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“Historical and social disadvantages”
Culture – Structure – Practical
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Historical and social disadvantages – structural 
• Board membership
• Access to opportunities 

– relationships
Opportunities 

for clubs to 
intervene 
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Historical and social disadvantages – practical 
• Money
• Time
• Don’t know how to sail
• Perceptions – lack of visible examples
• Social norms
• Assumptions
• Facilities – toilets, change rooms

Opportunities 
for clubs to 
intervene 



How can we get there?
Steps for sailing clubs to take
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Summary – Gender equity in the sailing community
• Safer for everyone
• Process needs to be led by everyone – women and men
• Think about culture, structural and practical aspects
• All levels of the sailing community, not just on the water
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Gender equity by 2032 – how can we get there?

1. Start measuring and reporting on female participation

2. Commit to achieving gender equity

3. Set and uphold expected standards of behaviour

4. Understand the barriers for women and for men

5. Make a plan to address the key barriers in your club

6. Engage with marine industry partners and sponsors
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Questions?

Personal: alisonmerridew@yahoo.com.au

Work: alison.merridew@wlf.com.au

mailto:alisonmerridew@yahoo.com.au
mailto:alison.merridew@wlf.com.au
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