
Quality over 

equality: the 

current state of 

women’s sport 

in Australia 

“We didn’t feel we had to rush” says Jason King. But the players and 
coaches of women's sport in Australia believe the time for equality is now. 

Following the announcement of the inaugural women’s rugby league season, questions have been 
raised over why there is only four teams, why there is no official broadcast plan, and why the 
miniature tournament isn't a substantial season.



Jason King, the general manager 
of elite competitions at the NRL 
says, “I think the biggest thing 
here is to make sure we do it 
right so we didn’t feel we had to 
rush in the last few seasons.”


“Having said that though our 
plan certainly is to grow from 
here, it's four teams in year one. 
I'm not too certain when we'll 
have growth from there but our 
appetite for growth is significant 
and we want to grow as soon as 
we can but having said that we 
have to make sure we grow 
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sustainably.”


Originally planned to include six teams, the NRL knocked back bids from the Cronulla Sharks and 
the South Sydney Rabbitohs to join the new competition. In the NSW women's competition, 
South Sydney are undefeated after 8 rounds. Their coach, Danny Allende, is confused about why 
they weren’t included.




“I think the NRL are trying to do the right thing, I think they want it to be 
a competition where they can go up against the AFL and the other 
women's sports and compete. Their concerns were lack of quality 
numbers but if you look at the AFL they didn’t care too much about 
that, they just went out and just grabbed players and played”, Allende 
says.


The women's AFL season, that was hastily launched in February of 
2017, was a commercial success. The league secured a multimillion 
dollar sponsorship deal with NAB while attracting over 500,000 viewers 
over 2 games in the second week of the season. On the same night, 
the men’s A-League had 70,000 viewers. 


Despite this, the 2018 season experienced a ratings drop off with the 
opening game of the season drawing 324,000 viewers on Channel 7 
and Fox Footy compared to the combined one million from round one 

in 2017. 


AFLW was once again just a 7 week league that many players and fans have voiced their 
frustration with. GWS Giants AFLW player Nicola Barr believes this 2 month period isn't enough to 
properly gain momentum saying she “was actually a bit annoyed about this season”.


Regarding media attention and coverage, Barr says, “it’s hard to create stories when obviously 
we’re not playing. It’s probably not consistent throughout the year but that is because we don’t 
play throughout the year”.


Both Rugby League and AFL however, are in the early stages of developing their womens 
leagues. A national Netball league has existed since 1985. In 2016, Netball Australia acquired their 
biggest television deal in their history, signing with Channel 9 and Telstra.  At the time Australian 
Sports Commission chair said, “I have no doubt the audiences will flock to the new competition. 
Netball is ready for the big stage.”
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Despite this television deal and a raise in average player wages from around $40,000 to $67,000, 
the momentum has not necessarily translated to media attention and coverage from news outlets, 
often surrendered for men’s sport. 



“Absolutely”, says NSW Swifts coach Briony 
Akle, “You just have to look at the newspaper 
and go hunting for women’s sports stories”.


“NRL probably take six pages of that 
compared to half a page of women’s sport, so 
its definitely not equal in terms of the 
coverage”.


What Australian Netball provides however is a 
clear talent pathway to become a professional 
player. A closely contested gold medal match 
at the commonwealth games showed that 
Australia’s elite level is close to the best in the 
world. 


“Compared to other sports like AFL we do have a pathway that exists, for netball the boundaries 
aren’t restricted to numbers and we can continue to grow. So I think netball is very far ahead of 
other sports”, Akle says.


With Netball’s growth at the elite level in the past 2 years, and criticism of the talent at the top end 
of women’s AFL, AFL team the Sydney Swans has begun a similar talent pathway. 


The Sydney Swans are one of only two of the 18 AFL clubs who are yet to make a bid to join the 
quickly expanding women's competition.


Operations manager at the Sydney Swans Academy, Chris Smith says, “the affordability was 
never a real concern, but it was the facilities, being able to house an extra high performance team, 
and then also a playing surface for what we were calling an elevated team setting”.


As a trade-off, the club has decided to introduce a ‘Youth Girls Academy’ — the first of its kind in 
AFL. 


“We need to really clarify and speed up a very noticeable pathway so the girls know exactly what 
the logistical steps are in order to get to AFL womens”, says Smith.
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“It’s quite funny, because a lot of the teams that 
actually have created an AFL women’s team are 
now running and trying to create that pathway 
because they unsure of it.”


With elite pathways for young women in high 
demand, the future of women's sport in 
Australia can be considered promising. Despite 
this, there is a clear widespread demand from 
coaches and players in current semi-
professional leagues for further expansion, and 
greater media attention.


Susannah Walmsley, a player in the Women’s National Basketball League, is one who’s opinion is 
slightly different. 


The WNBL, the longest running domestic female competition in Australia, has only just attained a 
new television deal with Fox Sports, that has seen their season shortened, and schedule become 
more clustered. But for Walmsley, the number one priority for women's sport is simply being seen. 


“Looking at the bigger picture it is so important to have [women’s basketball] on TV and I don’t 
think the WNBL was in a position to compromise at that stage”, says Walmsley.


“Coverage of women’s sport is so important… for young girls to be able to see, strong female role 
models”.
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