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Abstract
The Kaleidoscope Career Model (KCM) highlights the complexities of work and values, positing we have three 
career needs (authenticity, balance, and challenge) but their importance differs across gender and career 
stage. In Division I college athletics, athletic directors (ADs) take on the CEO role, but only 7.5 percent of 
ADs are women. To better understand the gender discrepancy in this leadership role, this study used the 
KCM to determine differences in ADs career needs. Through a quantitative survey design, findings suggest 
ADs, regardless of gender and career stage, prioritized challenge, followed by authenticity then balance. This 
differs from past studies and may reflect the nature of this demanding, ever-changing CEO position in college 
sports. It is important athletic departments understand what their ADs value and need in their career to provide 
appropriate support, which may encourage more women to pursue this leadership position. 

I. Introduction
Over the last decade, the way in which we work has changed dramatically, and the demographic 

makeup of the workforce has shifted. Organizations have had to adapt to remote work, and 40% of Baby 
Boomers (those born between 1946-1964) have retired (Fry, 2020). Scholars have most often studied careers 
and career decisions from a traditional perspective, where employees stay in the same organization or career 
long-term, often seen as the path of least resistance. 

More recently, studies have investigated career development from a contemporary perspective, 
where employees make decisions based on values, relationships, and tend to be more fluid and flexible 
in nature (Hall, 1996; Mainiero & Gibson, 2018; Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005, 2006; Sullivan & Baruch, 
2009). With individuals’ ability to work virtually and with workers from four generations (Baby Boomers, 
Millennials, Generation X and Generation Z) active in the workplace (Kuligowski, 2021), studying careers 
from a more contemporary perspective is important. Examples of contemporary career perspectives are 
protean careers, where career success is defined by personal values (Hall, 1996; Hall & Chandler, 2005) and 
boundaryless careers which emphasizes career mobility (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996). 

Since research shows the primary reasons employees leave their jobs involve relationship issues 
at work, boredom and a lack of challenge, meaningfulness of the job, and inability to develop and use skills 
(Heathfield, 2021), examining careers from a perspective that highlights the complexities of work and values 
may shed insight into employees’ lived experiences. However, protean and boundaryless career perspectives 

https://www.business.com/articles/generations-divided-making-the-differences-between-gen-x-and-the-millennials-work-for-your-business/
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lack a focus on how gender may influence career decisions and trajectories. The Kaleidoscope Career Model 
(KCM) does that, created with women in mind, but also introduces career stage as a factor that may influence 
career decisions. 

In early career, it is common for individuals to have challenges in understanding their role, finding 
their career path, and finding the right organization (Kulkarni, 2016). Challenges at mid-career can include 
increased responsibility, work-life conflict, and greater pressure to perform because the “professional 
honeymoon” is over (Austin, n.d.; Golper & Feldman, 2008). Lastly, in late career, rapid changes in career 
duties, plateauing, burnout, and loss of motivation are seen as challenges (Dyrbye et al., 2013; Rosen & 
Jerdee, 1992). If these challenges become too great, it can negatively impact employees’ production and 
satisfaction (Dyrbye et al., 2013). While career stage may impact employees career experiences, gender can 
as well. Research finds men and women respond to the same career and life issues but in a different order 
(Mainiero & Sullivan, 2006).  

The KCM is a way to organize career parameters or career needs – defined as personal needs of 
goals, tasks, and challenges – that one may have during different points in the career. The KCM suggests 
that over the course of the career span (early, mid, and late), men and women have three career needs: 
authenticity, balance, and challenge (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2006), but the importance of these needs differ 
based on gender of the employee and career stage. 

It may be worth better understanding how gender and career stage within male-dominated 
professions influence career decisions. An example of such a profession resides within the sport industry, 
particularly college athletics. In Division I college athletics, across 345 universities, 44 percent of college 
athletes are women, but only 42.3 percent are head coaches (LaVoi & Boucher, 2020), and only 7.5 percent 
(26) are athletic directors, with only four leading Power Five programs (Belzer et al., 2021). It has been 
stated that the lack of women in leadership roles in college athletic departments may be attributed to various 
reasons: confidence, work-life management, mentorship, and social/cultural issues (Belzer et al., 2021). 

Within the context of college athletics, the purpose of this study is to better understand the careers of 
NCAA D-I athletic directors (ADs) by studying their career needs through a kaleidoscope perspective. Using 
the ABCs of the KCM, this research also aims to determine if there are any differences in the career needs of 
ADs across gender and career stage. Further understanding the careers of ADs may paint a clearer picture 
to the gender discrepancy in this leadership role and offer valuable insight into ways universities can support 
their ADs during different stages of their career. This research will use feedback from D-I athletic directors (n = 
52) in hopes of helping ADs succeed in both work and nonwork domains.

II. Theoretical Framework
The Kaleidoscope Career Model is a way to organize career parameters or career needs (defined 

as personal needs of goals, tasks, and challenges) that one may have during different points in the career. 
The KCM suggests that over the course of a career, men and women have three career needs: authenticity, 
balance, and challenge (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2006), but the importance of these needs differ based on gender 
of the employee and career stage. According to Sullivan and Mainiero (2008), the three career parameters 
are:

· Authenticity—defined as the being true to oneself amid the constant interplay between personal 
development and work and nonwork issues; 

· Balance—defined as making decisions so that the different aspects of one’s life, both work and 
nonwork, form a coherent whole; and

· Challenge—defined as engaging in activities that permit the individual to demonstrate responsibility, 
control, and autonomy while learning and growing (p. 35).

Most studies on the KCM focus on women’s career experiences as it relates to authenticity, balance, 
and challenge (August, 2011; Cabrera, 2007; Mainiero & Sullivan, 2006; Shaw & Leberman, 2015; Sullivan 
et al., 2009). Those studies tested the KCM and found career needs for women across different stages of 
life differed across the career. Women reported valuing challenge in early career, followed by balance, and 
authenticity, as shown in Figure 1.  
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KCM Across Career Span
Literature on KCM has examined individual’s experiences at one point in time and then compared 

it to other individual’s experiences at different stages in the career. Mainiero and Sullivan (2006) suggested 
that men generally follow an alpha career pattern and women typically follow a beta career pattern. An alpha 
career pattern is when a person prioritizes their career as one of the most important things in their life. Beta 
career patterns are displayed when individuals try to balance their work life with their home and family life, or 
even put their career second to their non-work life (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2007). 

In early career, women focused on finding challenge within their career and were more likely to 
take on extra responsibility, which may impact their ability to balance other aspects of their life (Sullivan & 
Mainiero, 2008). In the mid-career stage, women were concerned with balance. No matter their relationship 
status, women worked to balance their work priorities with family priorities. Women in mid-career may be 
more likely to have children and aging parents, which can bring additional challenges that require attention 
(Mainiero & Sullivan, 2008). Balance was recognized as strategies for optimizing beneficial connections 
between work and nonwork, and negative connections between work and nonwork. Similar to Mainiero and 
Sullivan’s study (2006), the notion of balance was still an important aspect that the women were to focus 
on and accomplish in late career (August, 2011). This was supported by Mainiero and Gibson (2018) who 

Figure 1: Kaleidoscope Career Model (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005).
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studied unemployed individuals’ career needs across gender in midcareer. Results found balance became 
significantly more important for women in full midcareer but was of lesser importance for men. Challenge 
remained consistent for men and women, declining in importance over time. 

Similarly, Sullivan et al. (2009) used the KCM to study differences in career needs across 
generations. Baby Boomers are often described as “living to work” and Xers as “working to live.” It was found 
that Generation X valued authenticity and balance higher than Baby Boomers In the late career stage, women 
desired authenticity in their work. They were focused on being true to themselves and making more personal 
decisions. In late career, women still strive for challenge within their work, but instead of it being the type of 
challenge that the women in the early career stages want (more hours, responsibilities these challenges are 
more personal and individually based on what the women want for themselves (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2008). 
These differences are more recently exposed by the Millennial generation, where mentorships are available 
(mid-career internship) and “can be seen as an expression of how millennials think about their careers. They 
are open to change, new industries, and seek opportunities to be challenged in new ways” (Pollack, 2019, 
para. 5). 

Lastly, in late career, women focused on authenticity, being true to oneself, followed by balance and 
then challenge (Cabrera, 2007). In August’s (2011) research, participants defined authenticity in four ways: 
taking care of the self, self-acceptance, negotiating end-of-life issues, and finding deeper levels of meaning 
in work. Overall, at the core, authenticity revolved around the idea of focusing on one’s own needs (August, 
2011). Lastly, challenge was highlighted in three areas: maintaining or striving for growth, demonstrating 
competence, and intrinsic interest of work. Research suggests the women in late career have a clear need to 
maintain challenges in their work in order to promote and strive for growth, proven competence, and intellectual 
stimulation (August, 2011; Mainiero & Sullivan, 2006). As women enter their later career stages, they develop 
new meanings of each career need, especially for authenticity (August, 2011). Despite the growing research 
utilizing KCM, there is a dearth of literature on KCM and employees in mid-late career. One professional 
context that has used KCM to understand career values across the career is within the sport industry where 
scholars have studied college head coaches (Dabbs et al., 2020; Dabbs & Pastore, 2017) and CEOs (Shaw & 
Leberman, 2015). This male-dominated industry may be worthy of study to gain a better idea of how the KCM 
applies to sport professionals and why there are fewer women in leadership roles within sport.  

KCM in Sport
In a study on men and women head coaches, it was found that coaches have differing needs across 

the career (Dabbs & Pastore, 2017). Specifically, in early career, regardless of gender, coaches’ prioritized 
challenge. Fulfilling the challenge career need involved coaches learning and taking on more responsibility. 
Career needs for coaches shifted once mid-career was reached. In this stage, women had a greater need 
for balance, while men mainly focus on authenticity. Previous KCM studies support this finding (Mainiero 
& Sullivan, 2006) and the recognize women’s struggle with balancing work and family responsibilities. In 
late career female coaches prioritized authenticity while male coaches focused on balance. A more recent 
qualitative study in the sport industry highlight coaches’ reframing of the kaleidoscope career needs. For 
example, male and female coaches in mid-career prioritized authenticity. It was found that these coaches 
define their need to authenticity to include making an impact and coaching becoming more about long-term 
relationships with athletes, as compared to earlier in the career (Dabbs et al., 2020).

It could be helpful to utilize KCM to study the careers of leaders and decision makers of sport 
organizations because the result of good leadership is increase in company profits, the outperformance of 
competitors, and an increase in employee job satisfaction (McKinney, 2020). In college athletic departments, 
the leaders and decision makers are ADs who “represent a template of the mega-multitasking CEO-model AD 
that universities have come to covet and compensate in fast-increasing fashion” (Berkowitz & Upton, 2011, 
para. 2). 

College Athletics and Athletic Directors 
College athletics can be seen as a major selling point for a university and success in athletics has 

led to intangible benefits — more national exposure, more admission applications, better quality students 
and increased alumni donations (Pennington, 2012). For example, Northwestern University saw a 21 percent 
increase in admissions applications when its football team won the Big Ten Championship (Silverthorne, 2013) 
and during NCAA March Madness, when 15th-seeded Florida Gulf Coast advanced to the Sweet Sixteen, 
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applications to the campus spiked by 27.5 percent (Glatter, 2017). Due to the ripple affect athletics has across 
campus, university presidents who hire ADs know that finding and keeping the right person is critical.

The responsibility and career challenges ADs face changes based on the level of competition. The 
NCAA Division I (D-I) level represents close to 350 college and universities, fields more than 6,000 athletic 
teams, and provides more than 170,000 student-athletes opportunities to compete in sports each year (NCAA, 
2021) and is known to be the most visible level of the NCAA. At the D-I Power 5 Conference level (the top level 
of college football), ADs are managing athletic budgets that reach into the hundreds of millions of dollars (Belzer, 
2015a). It is not uncommon for ADs at a Power Five school to earn a $1 million salary (Bean-Mellinger, 2021). 

Additionally, ADs have a long list of job responsibilities ranging from strategic planning, to fundraising, to 
compliance with NCAA rules, to budget and personnel management. As the leader of the athletics program, ADs 
are under constant pressure to achieve—both on the field of play and at the bank. Schools are spending more 
on athletics and ADs have essentially become managers of multifaceted, complex business operations (Belzer, 
2015). Today, top-level executives with advanced degrees are representing the AD role within college athletics 
(Belzer, 2015). 

When ADs cannot find this success, their jobs are at stake. According to Wong (2017), D-I athletic 
directors stay on the job for an average of 6.78 years. ADs can find themselves in difficulties in their career 
if they cannot effectively perform their duties in hiring and generating revenue. As Belzer (2015) pointed out, 
“balancing an athletics budget is one thing, insuring that one can do so while simultaneously investing hundreds 
of millions more into facilities requires a far more advanced ability to manage cash flow” (para. 8). The failure of 
the AD to execute these pressures have contributed to the high turnover rate.

The top two challenges that ADs face are hiring qualified coaches and fundraising (Hoffman, 2018). At 
the D-I level, athletic directors are responsible for creating top-level football and basketball programs. These 
sports are under constant criticism from university administrators, alumni, and donors. There is a pressure for 
ADs to turn around programs in just two to three years. If this does not happen, coaches are fired, and the AD’s 
job is at risk (Belzer, 2015). Additionally, when examining the finances of college athletics, studies show that 
fewer than 24 schools make more money than they spend a year, not including long-term debt (Lopiano, 2017). 
Athletic directors “always have pressures to raise money. It’s always hard, it’s an important part of the job” 
(Marcus, 2018, para. 30). 

Diversity Among Athletic Directors
Overall, the demographic makeup of athletic directors glaringly lacks diversity, specifically gender 

diversity. Despite the passage of Title IX close to 50 years ago, the opportunities available for female 
administrators at top leadership positions like an AD are profoundly lacking (Belzer, 2015b). According to the 
College Sport Racial and Gender Report Card, women athletic directors at all Division I schools increased 
from 13.6 percent to 14.3 percent from 2019 to 2020 (Lapchick, 2021). Even though the percentage 
increased, the same report card graded the gender hiring practices for D-I athletic director positions as an “F” 
(Lapchick, 2021). Currently, among the 130 athletic directors at the Division I FBS (Football Bowl Subdivision) 
level, only 12 (9.2%) are women. The disparity exists at this leadership position and the gap is closing at a 
very slow rate (Lapchick, 2021). 

Studies show that having diversity in top management positions is needed to leverage a company’s 
full potential (Kerby & Burns, 2012). One way that collegiate athletic departments currently address this is 
through a Senior Woman Administrator. According to the NCAA (2019), “the senior woman administrator is the 
highest-ranking female in each NCAA athletics department or conference office and the purpose of the SWA 
designation is to promote meaningful representation of women in the leadership and management of college 
sports” (para. 1). However, as Whisenant et al. (2002) argues, “the assignment as the SWA segregates 
women into management or administrative positions that involve only women’s sports. This denies them the 
power associated with controlling the ‘revenue generating’ sports” (p. 489). 

Having women in the top AD role is important for several reasons. First, equity is concerned with 
fairness, and the lack of fairness here should be clear. Second, it is important to the future of sport that young 
women see other women in decision-making positions. Third, it has been found that when women are in the 
AD role, they hire more women coaches and staff. Finally, women have different perspectives and unique skill 
sets that involve relationship-building through encouragement and nurturing (Whisenant et al., 2002). 
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Defining Career Stages 
When classifying people into different career stages, one of the easiest ways to do it is by age. For 

example, in one study, subjects were classified into either early, mid, or late career stage based on their age. 
In this study, the early career stage is defined as 20–34 years of age, the midcareer stage as 35–44, and the 
late career stage as 45 years and over (Robertson, 2017). Other studies break down career stages by years of 
experience. For example, early career was defined as within the first 10 years of one’s working life, midcareer 
labeled as working 15-25 years, and late career was defined as the five years before one’s projected 
retirement date (Mainiero & Gibson, 2018). Classifying people into different career stages by age or years of 
experience may be the simplest way to complete the classification, but there are several complications that 
come with this technique, especially in the sport management industry. 

The early career stage is all about diving in and gaining experience. In the early career stage, people 
are learning basic work skills that apply to a specific job and learning how to work with others and earn a 
paycheck. People in the early career stage are most likely earning a minimal paycheck since they are still 
trying to prove their skill and work their way up in job positions (Ashe-Edmunds, 2019). The early career stage 
is mainly for younger people who are just getting started with a job that is within their chosen specialty. 

The midcareer stage is for people who have been working in their field for a significant amount of time, 
so they are more familiar with the job and the skills needed, but they are still refining their skills and trying to 
move their way up in their chosen industry (Robertson, 2017). According to Ashe-Edmunds (2019), people 
in the mid-career stage may manage others but will still need to execute the strategies of the executive team 
instead of personal ideas. The mid-career stage can be seen as a very transitional stage since people have 
developed skills but are not at the level to be able to pursue their personal goals quite yet. 

The midcareer stage may be better defined as a “midlife” stage that has three parts: early-mid career 
stage, mid-career stage, and mid-late career stage (Mainiero & Gibson, 2018). The midlife career stages are 
important to recognize because it creates a more specific way to categorize people across the career span. 
For example, according to Robertson’s (2017) definition of career stages, an AD that is 45 years old would 
be considered in the late career stage, but they may just be starting a new position, or just recently been 
appointed AD. This example would differ greatly from how Mainiero and Gibson (2018) would categorize 
career stage. In this same example, this AD would be in early midcareer. Career experiences and needs of 
athletic directors between these two stages could be starkly different, yet technically, the literature has labeled 
them in the same place in their career. In the sport management world, ADs, on average, are 45.3 years old 
at time of hire (Wong, 2017). If ADs were classified by age, the majority would probably be considered late 
career (Robertson, 2017), but if they are just starting this position at an older age, it would probably be more 
appropriate to place them in a career stage that considers years in the workforce. 

The late career stage is generally made of people who have had their job title for many years and 
have made strides from the lower job positions to higher job positions. Since people in the late career stage 
have this experience, they may feel less pressure on themselves to prove their skills (Robertson, 2017). 
People in the late career stages are often older and are seen as highly skilled and very experienced. 

To get a more accurate depiction of the relevance of KCM career needs in athletic directors’ careers, 
for the purpose of this study, it is more appropriate to have five distinct career stages. Taking from Mainiero 
and Gibson (2018) with support from Dabbs et al. (2020), these career stages are defined as: early career 
(defined as within the first 10 years of one’s working life), early midcareer (having worked at least 10–15 
years), midcareer (having worked at least 15–25 years), late midcareer (having worked 25-plus years), and 
late career (within five years before projected retirement date). 

Research Questions
The purpose of this study is to better understand the careers of NCAA D-I ADs by studying their 

career needs through a kaleidoscope perspective. This research also aims to determine if there are any 
differences in the career needs of ADs across gender and career stage. Further understanding the careers 
of ADs may paint a clearer picture to the gender discrepancy in this leadership role and offer valuable insight 
into ways universities can support their ADs during different stages of their career, in hopes of helping ADs 
succeed in both work and nonwork domains.
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RQ1: What career need best describes D-I ADs?

RQ2: Do career needs differ between D-I ADs across gender?

RQ3: Do career needs differ between D-I ADs across career stage?

III. Methods

In this study, a census was conducted, sampling all ADs working at the NCAA D-I level. A total of N = 
343 athletic directors were asked to participate.

The career needs of authenticity, balance, and challenge were measured using a 15-item scale 
developed by Sullivan et al. (2009). Each career need had five items associated with it. For example, 
authenticity (5-items: e.g., I want to have an impact and leave my signature on what I accomplish in life), 
balance (5-items: e.g., my work is meaningless if I cannot take the time to be with my family), and challenge 
(5-items: e.g., I view setbacks not as “problems” to be overcome, but as “challenges” that require solutions). 
Respondents were asked to rate on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = does not describe me at all, to 5 = 
describes very well) that describes the need for authenticity, balance, and challenge. In a previous study 
(Sullivan et al., 2009), authenticity, balance, and challenge were found reliable with Cronbach alpha to be 
adequate factors to describe career needs. 

Data was collected online through the Qualtrics survey system. A survey instrument of 27 items, 
where 15 items were related to the career needs of authenticity, balance, and challenge (Sullivan et al., 2009) 
was used. Demographic variables (i.e., gender, career stage, and age) were also collected. 

The College Athletic Directors Online Database (2020), a database with the names and contact 
information of NCAA D-I ADs was used for the study. Athletic directors were sent a prenotification message 
in mid-June to alert them that a survey would be coming. Four days later, a survey link with an invitation to 
participate was e-mailed to all D-I athletic directors. One reminder e-mail was sent two weeks later to those 
athletic directors who had not completed the survey, and another e-mail was sent out the following fall for 
a final reminder. At the start of the 2019 academic school year, another reminder email was sent out to 
unfinished respondents to try and obtain as many responses as possible. After checking the database for 
multiples of the same address, a total of 343 athletic directors remained in the database. Of those, seven 
e-mails bounced back because the email was not recognized. After searching for the correct emails, a total of 
N = 336 e-mails were sent to athletic directors.

To analyze the data, IBM Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) Statistics Version 26 
was used. After the survey was closed to the respondents, the data was cleaned. Several surveys were 
missing responses, so those surveys (n = 24) were omitted in data collection.  Once the data was organized 
and cleaned, a Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) was used to analyze the data and reveal any 
statistically significant correlations. More specifically, the MANOVA was used to find statistical significance 
between the independent variables (between both genders, and among all five career stages) and dependent 
variables (all three career needs).

IV. Results
All ADs (N = 343) at the D-I level were asked to participate. After e-mail bounce back, the census 

sample became (N = 336). At the conclusion of the data collection timeframe, athletic directors (n = 76) 
completed the survey. There were surveys that were omitted due to being incomplete. That left a final sample 
size (n = 52) with a response rate of 15 percent. 

Of the total sample, 35 male ADs and 17 female athletic directors responded. Most respondents were 
white (84.6%) with an average age of 44. Most ADs were married (80.8%) and had at least one child (89%). 
The mid-late career stage represented many of the ADs (36.5%) followed by mid-career stage (32.7%), late 
career stage (19.2%), and early-mid career stage (9.6%). 
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In Figure 3, the data shows that balance was the least valued career need for both male and female 
ADs (m = 2.84; SD = 0.90). In the mid (m = 2.66; SD = 0.91), mid-late (m = 3.20; SD = 0.97), and late career 
stages (m = 2.83; SD = 0.93), male ADs valued balance more than female ADs, but female ADs valued 
balance more than male ADs in the early-mid career stage (m = 2.80; SD = 0.28). Overall, the need for 
balance in both male (m = 2.92; SD = 0.96) and female (m = 2.66; SD = 0.75) ADs’ careers was not as strong 
for the needs of authenticity and challenge. 

For research question 1, ADs reported having a need for authenticity, balance, and challenge. 
Respondents were asked to rate on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = does not describe me at all to 5 = 
describes very well) that describes the need for authenticity, balance, and challenge. Most ADs regardless of 
career stage valued challenge ( = 4.00; SD = 0.78). Male ADs were found to value challenge (m = 4.00; SD = 
0.74) followed by authenticity (m = 3.03; SD = 0.86) and          balance (m = 2.92; SD = 0.96). Similarly, female ADs 
also valued challenge (m = 3.99; SD = 0.89) followed by authenticity (m = 3.39; SD = 0.78) and          balance ( = 
2.66; SD = 0.72). 

Authenticity, Gender, and Career Stage 
Figure 2 shows that both male and female ADs valued authenticity more than balance, but less than 

challenge (m = 3.16; SD = 0.84). For male ADs, the need for authenticity was not as strong as the female 
ADs’ need in the early-mid (m = 2.53; SD = 0.61), mid (m = 3.18; SD = 0.79), and mid-late career (m = 
2.97; SD = 0.93) stages, but the male ADs’ need for authenticity was greater than the female ADs’ need for 
authenticity in the late career stage (m = 3.13; SD = 0.97). Female ADs valued authenticity the most in the 
mid-late career stage (m = 3.88; SD = 0.30) and the least in the late career stage (m = 2.60; SD = 1.41).

Figure 2: AD’s Level of Authenticity Across Career Stages.
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Challenge was the most valued career need for both male and female ADs, as shown in Figure 4, 
and that is likely due to the demanding nature of the job (m = 4.03; SD = 0.76). Female ADs valued challenge 
more than male ADs in the early-mid (m = 4.40; SD = 0.28) and mid-late (m = 4.12; SD = 1.15) career stages, 
and male ADs valued challenge more than female ADs in the mid (m = 4.20; SD = 0.72) and late career 
stages ( = 3.98; SD = 0.43). Although the mean value changed between career stages for both male and 
female ADs, challenge (m = 4.03; SD = 0.76) still had the highest mean out of all the career needs, making 
challenge a more valued career need than both authenticity (m = 3.16; SD = 0.84) and balance (m = 2.84; SD 

Figure 3: AD’s Level of Balance Across Career Stages.

Figure 4: AD’s Level of Challenge Across Career Stages.
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Multivariate Analysis of Variance
To answer research question 2 and research question 3, a Multivariate Analysis of Variance 

(MANOVA) was performed. Results from the MANOVA found no statistically significant interaction effect 
between career stage and the combined dependent variables (authenticity, balance, and challenge) scores, 
F(9, 99.93) = 0.47, p = 0.90; Wilks’ Λ = 0.91, partial η2 = .03. 

Results from the MANOVA also found no statistically significant interaction between gender of AD 
and the combined dependent variable (authenticity, balance, and challenge) scores, F(3, 41) = 0.79, p = 0.51; 
Wilks’ Λ = 0.95, partial η2 = .05. By career stage, the data shows that p = .939 for challenge, balance (p = 
.353), and authenticity (p = .945). Although none of these scores show statistical significance, they do show 
that D-I athletic directors had a lower need for balance than authenticity and challenge. = 0.90) for both male 
and female ADs.

V. Discussion & Conclusion
Overall, the data showed no statistical significance between the career needs of ADs across gender 

and career stage. These results differed from Mainiero and Sullivan’s (2006) original work that found women 
would value challenge, balance, and then authenticity from the early to late career stages. This study shows 
that in college athletics, female ADs have a high need for challenge throughout their career with an emphasis 
on authenticity in the mid-late career stage. 

Challenge (m = 4.00; SD = 0.78), which characterized ADs who yearn to participate in activities that 
allow them to demonstrate responsibility, control, and autonomy while learning and growing, had the highest 
mean for coaches (n = 52). Authenticity (m = 3.15; SD = 0.85) was the second most valued career need for 
ADs followed by balance (m = 2.83; SD = 0.89). These findings suggest the challenge career need was the 
most important to athletic directors. 

The result that challenge was the most valued career need for athletic directors makes sense 
after gaining a better understanding of the nature of the job position. The role of being an AD has changed 
through the years in the sense that people who were retired coaches once were the common choice for the 
position, but now ADs are people who have a variety of backgrounds (Belzer & Parker, 2017). Colleges and 
universities are no longer hiring ex-head coaches because several athletic departments have turned into 
million-dollar businesses, and ADs are the people in charge of managing and maintaining the people, the 
money, and the image associated with the athletic department and college or university (Berkowitz et al., 
2019). It makes sense that athletic directors would value challenge regardless of gender because challenge 
describes the way an individual desires to partake in work that motivates them, helps them grow and develop 
their skills, and make progress in their career – whether through skill or other areas of the career (Mainiero 
& Sullivan, 2006). Challenge can mean many different things to each individual – whether it’s the need for 
stimulation, the desire to advance in the field, partake in different experiences, build and enhance a resumé, 
or find ways to understand and gain new possibilities within current careers, it is clear that athletic directors 
value these different ways of challenging themselves during their time in the sport industry (Mainiero & 
Gibson, 2018).

Authenticity and balance are two other career needs that play a role in many industries, including the 
sport industry. According to the KCM, authenticity refers to the individual’s need to have their work connect 
with their inner values and goals, even if they are different from the values and goals of their work, and 
balance is a career need that focuses on the individual having quality experiences in both work and family 
domains (Mainiero & Gibson, 2018). The data showed no significant difference between career stage, gender, 
and career need in D-I ADs, which goes to show that while challenge had the highest ratings, authenticity and 
balance were still closely valued. 

Limitations and Recommendations
This study faced some limitations, including a small sample size. The study was able to collect data 

from 15% of the entire D-I AD population (52 respondents out of 336 who received emails). Most of the study 
aimed to collect data throughout the summer and fall seasons, which are times when athletic directors could 
be taking a break from work on vacation and then getting overloaded with work as a new academic year 
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starts. A follow-up study may be worthy to conduct and look across NCAA divisions. With more than 1,000 
ADs representing all NCAA divisions, the sample size would be larger. Additionally, this quantitative study 
gives us a general perspective on career needs. However, there is more to learn about how athletic directors 
cope and manage their careers to meet their career needs. Following Dabbs et al. (2020), it is suggested ADs 
career development and management may be best understood by taking a qualitative perspective. This may 
provide a richness in the data that can tell a more complete story for ADs and their careers and would allow 
some comparisons of head coaches’ and athletic directors’ experiences, both roles of which effectively serve 
as CEOs of sport departments.  
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