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Game 
It’s proven to empower women beyond playing fields and sports grounds, yet women’s sport still 

languishes in coverage, and respect, behind that of their male countrerparts. But new moves behind 
the scenes are hoping to change all that, finds Jessica O’Sullivan. 

ON
Camogie stars Lorraine Ryan of Galway, Aisling 
Thompson from Cork and Wexford’s Mags D’arcy
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A
s sponsor of the Senior Hurling and Camogie 
Championships, Liberty Insurance hosted a 
Women’s Network Breakfast to discuss The 
Business of Women in Sports on 12 September, 
led by RTÉ presenter Jacqui Hurley. The panel 
of speakers included the head of marketing 

at Liberty Insurance Annette Ní Dhathlaoi, CEO of Sport for 
Business Rob Harnett and All-Ireland camogie champion Mags 
D’Arcy. Each speaker underlined the as-yet untapped potential of 
women’s sports as a way of growing businesses but also as a way 
to challenge a host of societal norms.

Addressing business-owners and the decision-makers when 
it comes to corporate sponsorship, the burning question was 
this: what does women’s sports offer that men’s sports don’t? 
According to CEO of Sport for Business Rob Harnett, the answer 
is simple: You reach 50.5 per cent of the population that make 
most of the spending decisions. “Women don’t buy something 
because a company is supporting the camogie championship 
or the women’s rugby team, but women will see a company 
is supporting women and there is a sense of empowerment in 
that,” says Harnett. The second reason is that is significantly less 
expensive than men’s sports, so it is possible to get coverage at 
a national and an international level for less money. “Women’s 
sport is still a relatively uncluttered market,” says Harnett. 
“However, that window is closing slightly, largely because of 
what Liberty has done. It was the first game-changer to take an 
iconic women’s sports brand in Ireland and put a commercial 
identity with it.” Taking their lead from Liberty, other companies 
have followed suit. AIB has brought camogie into its sponsorship 
of the club championships; the biggest sponsor of the women’s 
Rugby World Cup was BMW; Continental Tyres support 
women’s soccer, a company whose revenue last year was €34 
billion and who employs 180,000 people worldwide. “These are 
not niche brands: these are big players with smart marketeers,” 
says Harnett. “They see an opportunity to make a real difference, 
both in society and for their brands.” Annette Ni Dhathlaoi, 
Head of Marketing at Liberty Insurance is a firm believer 
that there is still an abundance of untapped opportunities for 

businesses in sponsoring women’s sports. “If more businesses 
understand the opportunities with women’s sport, more money 
will flow to women’s sport. As more money flows, the more the 
profile increases – whether it’s through social media or broadcast 
media – you create a brand swell.”

THE POWER OF SPONSORSHIP
If you pause for a moment to reflect on the emotive power of 
sport, one realises quickly that there really isn’t anything else 
in our society that raises our emotions, our heartbeats, and 
conversation levels in such a communal way. It’s no wonder 
it’s something that big businesses vye to tap into. “Businesses 
should want to associate their brand with something that really 
matters to people – this emotional infinity, this engagement,” says 
Harnett. “Is there a single work place on a Monday morning that 
wasn’t talking about any of the All-Ireland finals? If business can 
tap into the heartbeat of the nation then the possibilities to grow 
a brand are endless. I write my Daily Digest, which goes out 
every morning to about 3,000 leaders in sport and in business 
and I can track what gets the most interest. There is always a big 
peak with rugby. But interestingly, when I write about women’s 
sport there is an equally big spike and that’s not because my 
audience is skewed towards it, it’s because people in business and 
commerce realise there is an opportunity there and they need to 
capitalise on it.” Harnett also believes that the Government needs 
to facilitate sponsorship by providing incentivised tax programs 
through which companies or individuals that invest in sport can 
avail of a tax break, in the same way as a charity. All-Ireland 
camogie champion and Wexford goalkeeper Mags D’Arcy feels 
that an initiative of this sort could have a really positive impact 
at a local, grassroots levels. “When you come back to training in 
January and February it can be tough, especially when you have 
to get a new set of jerseys for the team. A tax break would be 
great a way to incentivise local businesses to get involved in their 
local club, even if it’s just your local butcher.”

SUPPORT IN SPORT
There’s no doubt that in Ireland there is a lack of support, both 
in public support and from the media. RTÉ presenter Jacqui 
Hurley feels that women still don’t support women when it 
comes to sport. “I have many female friends that would go to 
a men’s All-Ireland Final and maybe not know who half the 
players were, but would still enjoy the experience. However, they 
wouldn’t do the same thing for a women’s sport. These are the 
people we need to get out supporting women’s sports.” This idea 
can be put into a business perspective. When you’re starting up a 
business, you don’t just want your customers to consist of your 
best friends. Harnett explains that to get this support you must 
return to the real heart of sport at the grassroots level. “If we 
can keep young girls playing, they will want to go and see their 
stars play.” Harnett believes that advocating women’s sport only 
requires a little effort and awareness. “Bring your daughters to 
matches that will show off women’s sport in the same way that 
you would bring your sons to a men’s match. Value them equally 
and they will too.” Research from the States that examined 
why women follow men’s basketball as opposed to women’s 
basketball found that the men’s basketball audience learnt that 
behaviour as young children going to games with their dads. The 
Olympics as a sporting organisation believes in parity of esteem. 
During the 2012 Olympics in London, Jessica Ennis competed 
on the same track, in the same kit, and got the same, if not more 
media coverage and sponsorship support as her male teammates. 
She is a sports star who also happens to be a woman. Harnett 
believes that the way the genders are presented on TV and in 
advertising also has a big impact on the public’s attitude. “What 
I especially love about Liberty’s sponsorship advertising was that 
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people that tuned in to watch the All-Ireland Hurling Final 
last Sunday,” explains Harnett. “People will follow great 
stories regardless of gender.” 

FUTURE PLANS
There is no one big answer to how we get women’s sport 
to the top of the agenda but Ní Dhathlaoi believes that 
advocating women in our everyday lives is vital. “The GAA 
is more than just a sporting association – in particular parts 
of the country it is the cornerstone of the community. If 
they moved to a model that embraces women and women 
in sport then there is going to be an inevitable societal 
change and momentum in those communities, not just 
change in the GAA.” Indeed a new study from the British 
Journal of Sports Medicine has discovered that girls who 
play team sports do better academically than those who are 
not active. What’s more research shows that team sports 
helps to build confidence and leadership skills which can 
be applied in all areas of life – even a career in business. 
Joan O’Flynn, President of the Camogie Association, 
which is celebrating its 110th anniversary this year, says 
that in terms of the long-term agenda around getting more 
supporters to attend games, it is about starting with young 
boys and girls. “It should be as normal for boys to come 
to camogie matches as it would be for girls. Parents have 
an influence on their children, so for us the challenge is to 
address the issue with parents and to try encourage families 
to come to women’s sport more frequently.” As a top player 
in her field D’Arcy reveals she would love to see all GAA 
sports on an equal par some day. “We have to create a 
culture that is the norm, so that is just normal that women 
come out and play before the men in Croke Park, and that 
everyone is just as excited about both games.”  n

on the banners and the stings on the TV what you see is a man, 
a woman, both equal: equal in height, equal in skill, equal in 
talent, equal in determination and training. It acknowledges 
that the All-Ireland camogie and football players put in every 
bit as much effort as any of the male players out on the pitch on 
All-Ireland final day.” 

INSIDE STORY
As with anything that involves a change in public attitude, the 
move towards the equal recognition for women’s sports will be 
slow. To build on the idea of equality the Camogie Association 
cemented that message to the public with the awareness 
campaign Our Game Your Game, something camogie player 
D’Arcy gets behind fully. “I don’t feel like I am a woman in 
sport, but an athlete who happens to also be a woman. This 
gives a player an identity as a person, and explains the story 
behind the athlete and that’s what people want.” Jacqui Hurley 
also believes that there are many good stories to be told when it 
comes to women’s sports in Ireland. “A story is a story. Whether 
it is the Cork ladies footballers winning a ninth all-Ireland in 
ten years or it’s the Irish Women’s Rugby team beating New 
Zealand, it’s still a good story. But the reality is that the media 
is just one element turning a cog. You need the support of the 
people.” One of the main roadblocks to guaranteeing more 
coverage is the fallacy that women’s sport is not as good as 
men’s sport, and therefore not worth watching. At this year’s 
Six Nations droves of supporters left both Twickenham and the 
Aviva Stadium after the Ireland men’s games against England 
and Italy, instead of staying to watch the women play. “Five 
hundred thousand people tuned into TG4 to watch the semi-
final against England in the Women’s Rugby World Cup this 
year, after thousands walking out of the stadium a few months 
before at the Six Nations. That is two thirds the number of 

Clockwise from above: Galway 
chase Kilkenny in the Camogie 
semi-final; Wexford’s Shelley 
Keogh takes on Cork’s Aisling 
Thompson; Rob Harnett, 
Annette Ní Dhathlaoi, Jacqui 
Hurley and Mags D’Arcy; Dublin 
and Cork in the Ladies GAA 
football final at Croke Park


