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Abstract  

This paper discusses the significance of sports participation among girls at adolescence. The 

empirical study consisted of two complete sports teams (sports gymnastics and football) of 26 

female-athletes. The girls were interviewed on four occasions between the ages of 12 and 19. 

The girls’ participation is described in an interactionist perspective as a socialisation 

process, which included learning the language, rules and norms of sport as well as creating 

an image of themselves as sports girls. Being more involved they realised the discrepancy 

between the norms of sport and their view of themselves as young females. They handled this 

discrepancy in different ways by either adopting the sports norms, behaving playful in 

relation to their sport or by choosing a less regulated activity. This should be seen as 

conscious choices. The girls were positioning themselves as physical active females within the 

cultural and ideological context of the contemporary social world. 

 

Key words: Female athletes, sports interest, sports participation, self-image, teenage girls.
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Introduction 
 The aim of this paper is to analyse and describe the participation in sports of teenage girls 

as a process of socialisation into the culture of organised sport and to explore what sports 

participation have meant to them during different phases of their teenage years. The analyses 

are done in an interactionist perspective. I want to argue that the girls’ socialisation into sports 

assumes an acquisition of the attitudes, norms and language of sport, and that their striving to 

create a feminine identity during adolescence has to correspond with their view of themselves 

as sports girls within that context. The discussion is based on a longitudinal study of two 

teams of sports girls from a small Swedish town, active either in sports gymnastics or in foot-

ball. A qualitative study has been chosen in order to get a deeper understanding of the 

meaning of sport for the girls.   

 

The interviews 

This is a longitudinal study of 26 teenage girls (aged 12-19) and a total investigation of the 

two teams consisting of 13 sports girls in each during the girls’ teenage. The girls were 

interviewed on four occasions in 1988, 1989, 1990 and 1995. At 12 and 13 all the 26 girls 

were interviewed, but at 14 two were missing as they were abroad with their families. On the 

last occasion, 21 of the girls were interviewed, while the remaining five could not be reached, 

as they were away from town. From their clubs, however, we received information on how 

long they stayed as active members.   

 The methods used were open interviews structured around questions about the girls’ view 

on the sport they were involved in, motives for participating, their actual engagement as well 

as experiences of their own body and its capacity. Either a young sports woman or I myself, 

who both are well familiar with the activities of the clubs, conducted the interviews. We made 

the first five interviews together to get used to the interview setting and check the interview 

guide. Before arranging for the interviews we met the teams and introduced ourselves to the 

girls. In addition to the first interviews one training session of each team were observed. Each 

interview at every occasion lasted for about an hour, the total material encompassing about 85 

hours of interviews. 

 The first interview with each girl was held at a separate room in the clubhouse or at the 

school. The interviews were tape-recorded as none of the girls objected. The girls were 

offered to listen to the first part of the interview. After that the discussion continued more or 

less in a friendly atmosphere, being guided by questions such as sports participation, leisure 
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interests, relations to peers and parents and their view of themselves (see description in 

Tebelius, 1990a). 

 At the following interviews every girl was reminded of the last time she met the in-

terviewer and was asked about her recent activities in sport. Most of the girls were quite open 

and talkative, and the interviews were carried out in a relaxed atmosphere. When contacted at 

the age of 19 they were all willing to participate again and to reflect on their experiences as 

sports girls retrospectively as well as their actual relation to sport. 

 

Qualitative analyses 

Together with the co-interviewer I transcribed the interviews. When analysing and inter-

preting the text a qualitative method was used. The aim of such a method is to synthesise the 

girls’ experiences of sport into a picture, which gives an understanding of what their partici-

pation might mean for them. Coakley and White (1992) state: 
The challenge in analysing interview data is in identifying patterns in the responses of different 

individuals and highlighting important content in a wide range of information given by each 

respondent. (Pp. 23) 

 Each part of the text was considered in relation to the totality of the text. The way the girls’ 

experiences of sport appeared in the text, was interpreted and placed within the context of 

contemporary sport (see discussion in Patel & Tebelius, 1987 and Ricoeur, 1988). After 

thoroughly reading and rereading the text, themes and patterns emerged, such as feelings 

about competition, learning new tasks, fears of being hurt etc. This made it possible to 

compare the way the girls talked about themselves and their sport at different ages.  

 At the last interview the girls were also asked to recall their feelings about themselves and 

their sport at an earlier age. There seemed to be a consistency in the way they talked about 

themselves on the different occasions. It also appeared, that their recollections of the former 

interview corresponded with the content at the actual interview held years ago. Hence there 

seem to be a satisfactory validity in their descriptions.  

 

The two teams of sports girls 

The group of girls consisted of native Swedes and most of them were from middle-class 

families. Almost all the girls lived in villas or terraced houses together with both their parents. 

There was a slight difference between the groups in socio-economic terms as nearly half of 

the gymnasts' fathers worked in upper class jobs but only few of the football girls’ fathers. 

The difference in socio-economic background between the football girls and the sports 
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gymnastics can be seen from the historical origin of the two sports. Football started as a sport 

for the lower classes, while e.g. sport gymnastics attracted the middle and upper classes 

(Olofsson, 1989). 

 The clubs were located in different parts of the town. The sports gymnastics club had a hall 

in one of the better-situated areas, which mostly consisted of bungalows and villas. People 

living there had jobs like teachers, doctors, managers and so forth. The girls went to the same 

school, and all, except one, lived in the same area. In contrast, the football girls came from 

different parts of the town and were more dependent on their parents for transport as the 

football arena was situated quite in the middle of the town. 

 All of the girls had been active in various sports since an early age. Most of the gymnasts 

had been in the group since they were quite young. A lot of them were only seven years old 

when they joined the club. The football girls had been members of their team for about 2-3 

years. They had tried several other sports before they started playing football. Some of the 

girls still pursued a parallel sport, when interviewed for the first time. Football and 

gymnastics are the most popular sports among Swedish girls (Engström, 1988 and Tebelius, 

1988). That is the reason why these two sports were chosen.  

 The sports clubs were both aspiring to an elite rank and had female senior teams at the top 

of the league, which meant that competition was highly valued by the clubs. Each team of 

young girls was supposed to continue this tradition striving for an elite position. There were 

national leagues for girls both in sport gymnastics and football from the age of 12. Hence, the 

training became more planned and directed, preparing the girls for these competitions. All the 

girls had spent considerable time on training, matches and various competitions during the 

years. Sports activities had to a considerable extent been part of the childhood experiences of 

these girls. 

 

The rules of the game  
 People, who form a social group, interact mutually to influencing each other’s way of 

structuring the world. Seen in an interactionist perspective self-image and view of the world 

are types of social constructs formed in an interactive process (see discussion in Berger & 

Luckmann, 1967, Taylor, 1989 and Burr, 1995). These images constitute the base for the 

notions, cognitive maps and implicit theories, which people have. In relation to sport this 

means that the meaning of sport is communicated and reproduced through specific actions in 

a given setting, by symbols, rules, norms and socio-materia. The term socio-materia is used 
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by Mead (1956), and refers back to the way equipment and things used in the social context 

are loaded with cultural meaning. Through actions in different situations and through 

exchange of thoughts and experiences about these actions, those involved in e.g. sport will 

develop new knowledge, both formal and informal. The sports girl has to handle this 

knowledge in relation to her image of herself as a maturing girl. In the process of knowledge 

building the individual is dependent on feedback and confirmation from others of her 

interpretations and notions (Donnelly & Young, 1988).  

 Sport can be regarded as a system of ordered relations, in which an individual’s perform-

ance is ranked against a standard set of values (see discussion in Duncan, 1970 and Huizinga, 

1938). Sport can be defined as a physical activity and a type of behaviour regulated by certain 

goals, rules and technical standards, which are embedded in certain ceremonies, norms and 

values as well as a specific language. Sport can be practised in many different settings and 

with many different intentions such as competition, social gathering, having fun e.g. Still, it is 

part of the symbolic ranking system of organised sport, something which affects the perform-

ance (this is elaborated in Aggestedt & Tebelius, 1977). 

 In sport a common frame of reference is formed, in which the role achievement and behav-

iour of the individual is understood and judged by herself and others. Her identity is created 

while co-acting and is shaped to adjust to other people’s actions. Being engaged in the sports 

dialogue and activities the individual, who deals with organised sport, internalises the ideas, 

the ideology and the symbolic functions of the actions and apparatuses. The acquisition of 

knowledge in sport is thus seen as an overall process including concrete experiences of 

oneself in different roles, the development of optimal physical fitness, and acquisition of 

norms, values and certain modes of speaking of sports. The knowledge is expressed in 

reference to the form and content of a specific sports event (ibid.).  

 When young girls become members of their sports club they first learn about the condi-

tions, rules and content of the sport, such as gymnastics being performed in different 

formations and on different apparatuses, the number of players in a football team, the size of 

the ground and so forth. This knowledge can be called activity orientation. 

 Through the socialisation process, in which she is involved while participating in the 

activities of the sports club, the individual girl slowly gains an insight into the ins and 

outs of their sport; its special features, ideology and tacit norms (see e.g. Nielsen, 1996). 

The demands for acquiring technical and strategic skill increase, together with the desire 

to reach optimal functioning. Hence, her involvement increases and she gains a 

‘competition orientation’ towards the sport, which means that she understands the 
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importance of winning. The more involved she is in sport, the more distinct the identity 

as sports girl becomes (discussed by Donnelly & Young, 1988). Donnelly and Young 

states: 
Members learn to adopt to the values and perspective of the group, taking on new roles and 

modifying others, and thus establishing valuable new identifications with the politics and symbol of 

the group as a whole. (Pp. 225) 

 Involvement is an ongoing process and its range can be understood in terms of seriousness, 

vigorous and identification. Seriousness alludes to the girl’s own expectation of her 

performance and the way she interprets the demands of the coach and others in the team. 

Vigour (see Lindgren et al., 1997) refers to the amount of time and energy, both physically 

and mentally, which the girl is prepared to put into her sport. Identification concerns the way 

she presents herself as a sports girl. It also indicates how important the goal of winning and 

the role as someone special in sport is as part of her identity. 

 

Girls trapped between two worlds   
 Young girls of today are encouraged to be autonomous, active and adventurous and to 

participate in organised sport from an early age. At the same time girls realise that there are 

restrictions of various kinds, such as gender, class and ethnicity, as regards what they can do 

and how they can behave and still be considered feminine (this is discussed by Tebelius, 

1990b). A girl active in sport, who is coming into adolescence, has to cope with her maturing 

body and the deterioration of her physical capacity. The girl has to reorient herself towards 

the physical, psychological and social changes that occur in her body and mind in order to 

create a ‘new’ identity as a mature woman. In the process of forming a feminine identity her 

girl friends are very important. She is dependent on having a group of girl friends to relate to, 

as well as some more intimate friends (Tebelius, 1995a). The importance of the group 

increases as the girl grows older (see e.g. Fasting, 1996, Nielsen and Rudberg, 1991 and 

Rosenbaum, 1979).  

 Being seen as feminine is of course of special importance to the teenage girl, who is in the 

process of forming her identity as an adult woman. Both the messages given by society and 

influences from her friends make her aware of this. Her awareness of the social value of her 

feminine body and its appearance is growing, and she acts accordingly e.g. investing in her 

body in different ways (see discussion in Butler, 1990, 1993 and Scott & Morgan, 1992). 

 Featherstone et al. (1991) have shown that the primary objective in modern society in 

terms of taking care of one’s health is to increase the value of one’s outer appearance 
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(discussed by Johansson, 1996 and Nielsen Kayser, 1994 too). This is reflected in the values 

attached to sport both within sports itself and in society. The arguments for taking part mirror 

stereotypes, such as the moral value of health and fitness and the need to discipline the body 

through activity. This of course, affects a young girl’s view on how sports activity may 

influence her body.  

 In organised sport a technical-instrumental rationality prevails, which mirrors the pre-

dominant values of modern society. The belief is, as Gustavsson (1994) states that human 

beings have a biological need for activity, which the individual has the responsibility to culti-

vate. In sports rhetoric sporting activities, and especially competition, are seen as ways of 

fostering the young into well-functioning citizens. Excellence can be achieved through 

planned training, which is in accordance with scientific facts. The goal is the perfect perform-

ance. From the point of view of competition, the body is seen as an instrument, which by 

means of intensive training can be adapted to the demands of the sport and even be misused 

for the sake of winning (Zakus, 1995).  

 The difference between the value system in sport and the notion of femininity, such as 

being cute, nice and caring may cause a tension between a girl’s engagement in sport and her 

striving to become an adult woman (as showed by Coakley & White, 1992). Besides, being a 

girl she is supposed to value relations and carefulness more than competition and individual 

feat (Larsson, 1998).  

 Women in Sweden have become more and more actively involved in different sports since 

the beginning of the century, and have successively become accepted by sports organisation, 

though not without struggle. The organisation, content and structure of sport are still formed 

by traditional male values and norms. Women are seen as deviant both compared to sporting 

norms and to norms stereotypically attributed to women (Olofsson, 1989). Hence, there is a 

tension between the rhetoric of sport and the tradition to look upon women as less 

competitive. The following example deals with an experience made by one of the best female 

football teams in Sweden. When they started playing in the league in the beginning of the 

seventies they were accused of having a bad technique; ‘they did not play like men’. About a 

decade later, one of them showed themselves to be the best in a competition of technical 

skilfulness among female and male national-team players. Then the comment she received 

was that she acted like a man, implying that she was not ‘a real woman’ (see also Tebelius, 

1990b). 

 The experiences the girls make from participating in sport during their teenage years is  

that they should increase their engagement, conform to rules and norms, which includes 
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obeying the coach, and put the goal of winning in the front. On the other hand they are 

expected to behave like girls, valuing social relations and being together more than taking part 

of the activity. Besides they are expected to cultivating their bodies as a way of expressing 

their femininity (Nielsen, 1996). 

  

The development of sports involvement – voices from the girls 
At the age of twelve 

The way the girls spoke about themselves at the age of twelve indicated that they perceived 

sport more or less as a playful activity together with friends, in which they had to learn certain 

things. This is a typical answer for young girls at this age (see e.g. Knoppers et al., 1986, 

Lamontanara, 1987 and Petlichkoff, 1992). The girls who played football mostly talked about 

how they liked playing against each other compared to just practising with the ball. The 

gymnasts’ interest was focused on dancing and to managing to jump on different apparatuses. 

They looked upon their performance as one of their leisure activities, stressing the importance 

of friendship, having something to do and to learn at the same time. An illustration is the 

following quotation from one of the gymnast girls who answered the question: “How do you 

like your sport?” 
I love it. I’ve been active since I was seven. (I. Is there any difference now and before?) Yes, it was 

much easier, when you were younger. Now it’s more difficult, but I think it is as amusing as it has 

always been. (I. Do you like competition?) Yes, I like it very much. But I like the training too. I take 

part because it’s fun and you could learn a lot. (I. What’s fun with competition?) You get to know 

how good you are, if you have improved since last year. When you succeed better, you become ex-

tremely happy.  

 Some of the girls, however, seemed to be aware of the growing seriousness of what they 

were doing. They had realised that competition was an important principle, against which 

their performance was judged. If they succeeded this affected their self-image positively, as 

the following statement illustrates:  
I love everything that put me upside-down. When I succeed doing it I get happy. I want to become an 

excellent gymnast. I love the competitions. We came fourth. That’s quite good. You do your very 

best and then you get a feeling of having achieved something. 

 By participating in their special sport the girls gained knowledge of rules, content and 

technical skill, and also learnt to accept the norms and values of the sport emotionally. This 

did not necessarily imply a greater or lesser number of training hours but rather a change in 

their attitude to sports activities in general and in their identity as sports girls. This group of 
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girls can be exemplified by one of the football players, commenting on the question: “How do 

you like competitions?”  
I want to become a professional footballer, I’ve decided to be that. I get better and better all the time 

and we win lots of matches in the tournament so it’s getting even better. Hey, you’ve got to have self-

confidence to go in for football. Before a match we’re always optimistic and believe we’re going to 

win. And then when we do win, it gives our self-confidence still more of a boost.  

 Some of the girls had encountered the contradiction between being a female and wanting to 

play football. Fathers or boyfriends objected, claiming that playing football was not a suitable 

activity for girls (Tebelius, 1990a). “If you play football as an adult you are almost a man”, as one of 

the girls expressed it.  

 The increasing awareness of tacit norms and rules learned by exposure to judgement and 

ranking put stress on their identity. One example of this was found in the gymnast group. 

When interviewed at the age of twelve, one of the girls complained of declining capacity. She 

had grown rapidly and recently gained weight. As a result she could not do what she had done 

before. Hence she lost her place in the competing team, which put a great stress on her. She 

explained:  
My performance has got worse this year, much worse. I was never very good but I’m worse now. I’ve 

gained weight. You try to lose weight but I could never go on a diet. I always eat candy. Some times I 

get hysterical about being so fat. The things I could do before I can’t do now. 

 She had grown fast and put on weight, which affected her performance and made her feel 

not at ease in the group any longer. The sport value system did not take into account the de-

cline in performance, which was a result of the girl coming into adolescence. 

 

Change in involvement 

When interviewed at 14 the awareness of sport as being a serious task had grown among all of 

the girls. Through the increased involvement the girls had achieved a more elaborate picture 

of themselves as sports girls. For some of them this meant more vigorous activity, while a 

growing awareness of their lack of capacity had made others restrict their participation (see 

Tebelius, 1995).  

 About half of the girls in the two teams were heading for the elite. These girls had 

managed quite well and wanted to put more effort into their sport. They stressed the 

importance of developed skill and increased technical knowledge. However, the good spirit 

and cohesiveness of the team was still essential to them. One of the girls stated: 
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We’ve great fun and we learn a lot of new things so I want to continue. Competing is thrilling. I 

always like to see what the other teams are doing and how we ourselves perform compared to them. 

But I’m a little nervous too, because I know quite a lot of the other gymnasts. 

 The girls emphasised that being active in sport was something, which affected their 

whole life and regulated their mood and behaviour. They experienced sportsmen and 

sportswomen as ideal persons and carriers of social success. The image of success pro-

duced not merely by the position and performance but also the attitude of these ‘winners’ 

is mostly seen as a male attribute. However, when asked if they had any idols in sport the 

girls mentioned some women, who had combined success with a feminine appearance 

and behaviour like the Swedish slalom skier Pernilla Wiberg. 

 Some of the girls did not feel quite at ease in their team. If they were successful in 

their sport this outweighed the bad feeling. The girls who had realised that they were not 

qualified enough, however, left and went into other activities outside sport. Others had 

more or less the same attitude and degree of involvement at 14 as at the age of 12. Sports 

did not mean anything special to them, but was just one of their leisure activities, and 

they stayed because of the team spirit. The following is an example of how one of the 

football girls expressed her opinion about the sport she was involved in: 
I don’t go in for it; it’s only for fun. It doesn’t matter how good I am as long as I’m playing in the 

team. To go in for it you have to be good and I don’t think I am. But I like when we are winning. The 

team is a good one. I like being active. You feel satisfied afterwards in the shower when you’ve done 

something.   

 All the girls, however, were aware of the effect of sports on their appearance and the 

positive attitude towards health and fitness, especially accentuated in the middle class. 

The girls were aware, too, of the attention paid to the female body in society, but at this 

age they were more concerned about their faces than about their bodies. They admitted 

the importance of appearance but expressed ambiguous feelings towards it, as these two 

girls showed, reflecting on the interviewer's question about their looks: 
(Football player) Oh yes, it's okay, but I don't want red hair and I don’t want so many freckles. I want to 

be taller and a little slimmer. (Are looks important?). Yes, a little. 

 (Gymnast) No, it's not only the face that’s important. I think, you should be nice too, but on the 

other hand, may be you don't like someone who is very nice just because she is extremely ugly. 

 Though most of them were still quite small and tiny, there was still much talk of 

eating less candy and more healthy food, and now and then going on diet. Some of their 

coaches told them not to eat too much before a competition, as, being in adolescence 
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they could easily put on weight. They knew about the problem of being an anorectic and 

admitted that their parents kept an eye on them.  

 

The high school years 

When interviewed at 19 the girls were asked to look back and reflect on the years that had 

passed. After finishing secondary school at the age of around 16 all of the girls continued to 

high school for two or three years, which meant greater stress and harder work. Almost all the 

girls emphasised the significance of being able; they seemed to be very ambitious not only in 

sport but also in school and at work. What happened in sport affected their mode, expressed 

by one of the girls in the following way: 
When I was successful, it was like heaven. You felt very satisfied with yourself and you got 

encouraged to do more and better. When you succeeded in doing something, which you hadn’t dared 

to do before and the fear had ceased, then it was great fun. 

 About half of the girls were still active by the end of secondary school, but in different 

ways. Only three gymnasts, though one was frequently injured, and one football player were 

striving for elite level, putting a great amount of time and effort into their sport. Their 

performance got better and they got positive feedback from the coach and their friends. One 

of the girls claimed: 
I never stop until I knew the tasks perfect. That was important. I’ve always tried to be a little bit 

better than the others; to come to the elite you have to have that go.  

 The rest of the group kept their involvement at a moderate level. There was no difference 

between the gymnasts and the football girls in this respect. What mattered was the friendship 

of the team, as one of the gymnasts commented: 
You had all your friends in the group and had fun together (…) Most of us belonged to the same 

school-class for 9 years and started in the gymnast’ group at the same time. I still see a lot of them. 

 The ones who had left sport before their high school years had found the training too hard. 

They had had injuries of different kinds and meant that the focus was too much on 

competition. One of them stated, “Everything became much harder and so important. Everything had to 

be perfect. I didn’t like that.” When they did not succeed in their teams anymore, other interests 

such as boy friends and schoolwork etc. became important. One of the girls explained it this 

way: 
From the beginning all of us were allowed to play. Then both my best friend and I were chosen for 

the matches. When we grew older it was not like that any longer. I felt that there was no place for me.  

 The girls remaining in the teams gained new experiences related to their identity as sports 

girls. However, what happened to the sports gymnasts differed from what happened to the 
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football girls. The sports gymnasts were placed in an elite tournament. The competition 

became much harder, which meant greater stress, training 4-5 days a week, and increased risk 

of injuries. The team got a new coach, who was not as friendly as the former. Some of the 

girls left because of that, but some continued the training for the sake of the exercise and the 

team spirit. However, they did not reach their former standard, had to take an inferior position 

in the formations, and were not chosen for the competitions. The amount of training became 

too much and the demands grew too hard, so after some years they left, trying aerobics 

instead. They wanted to be active, as they achieved a feeling of well being through training. 

An example is the answer given by one of the girls to the question: What has sport meant to 

you during your sports career? 
I feel extremely restless if I’m not active. I become totally mad if I’m at home for two weeks and 

haven’t done any physical training. I don’t want to feel restless. 

 The girls in the football team kept together and formed a successful junior team. At 15 they 

were offered to play in the ladies team, in a higher division, once a week, as the club did not 

have a coach for them. The rest of the time they were supposed to practise on their own, 

which they accepted. This agreement was, however, changed and they were forced into all the 

training of the ladies team. At the matches all of them except one sat on the bench for more or 

less a whole season, as they were too young and inexperienced to play. The opportunities for 

them to practise and show their ability were strongly reduced. The training became harder; the 

coach was not personal enough the way they were used to. The girls very much felt the differ-

ence in age, the ladies being about 25.  

 The closeness of team was split as some of the girls left after a year. None of them went on 

to any other organised sport after leaving. Of the remaining girls one chose handball instead, 

which she had played before, one became very active in aerobics, and one had to stop because 

she was injured. The split of the team made the rest of them want to move to another club in a 

lower division in the middle of the season. The former club, however, tried to prevent them 

from going over, claiming that they had to stop playing for a year. With the help of one 

parent, they managed to solve the problem and were allowed to move. Only the player, who 

had taken part in the matches, stayed in the elite team. 

 Being older the girls were still more concerned about the effect of physical training 

on their bodies. The moral aspect of keeping in good health and the pressure of having a 

fit body appeared in the way one of the girls reasoned about her sports participation.  
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It’s good for your health and your work. You learn how to concentrate on what you are doing. /.../ 

You feel good being active, both bodily and mentally, because you think you have done something 

good. 

 For some this resulted in training, which was less regulated and without the demands of 

success. The following quotation is from one of the football girls, who went into aerobics: 
In aerobics I decide myself what to do and how much. Nobody decides what I’m going to do. And 

nobody tells me I’ve to succeed. In football you had to develop together with the others to be able to 

follow the team. It was a strain. 

 Most of those who left their teams found another activity after a period. They had 

experienced strong pleasure in exercise and wanted to continue in a less organised form. 

 

 

Dynamics of participation 

As shown hitherto the girls’ involvement in sports can be seen as a dynamic process, which 

changed during their teenage. This can be illustrated by a model, which is based on an 

interactionist perspective and consequently relates the development of the girls’ involvement 

in organised sport to their interaction with the friends in the team, the coaches, parents and 

other significant people. The driving force in the process is the girls’ images of themselves in 

relation to sport and of their position in the team as well as the goal of their activity.  

 For younger girls, below the age of 12, organised sport is supposed to be a leisure activity. 

As regional and national leagues are introduced at the age of 12 the activity becomes more 

regulated and goal directed, which means higher demand on time and energy. The girls are 

exposed to the explicit and tacit rules, values and norms of sport, which they incorporate into 

their identity as sports girls. During the teenage years, changes in the environment in sport as 

well as in their ordinary lives and within their bodies affect the girls’ level of involvement. 

Hence, the involvement changes over time.  

 Figure 1 below is a picture of how the girls' sports involvement developed during their 

teens from the ages of 12 to 19. The process of involvement is expressed in terms of the level 

of organisation, seriousness, vigour and identification in relation to the activity. The size of 

the arrows in the figure indicates that the number of girls choosing different tracks varies. The 

shape of the curve is formed by the initial orientation at 12 and the girls changing level of in-

volvement afterwards. A higher position on the left, vertical line indicates a serious, vigorous, 

ordered activity, with the aim of winning. A position at the bottom level indicates an 

unorganised, relaxed way of exercising. 
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Figure 4. The development of the girls' sports involvement during their teens. 

 

 

 Participation was a playful activity for two third of the group at the age of 12. The de-

mands of intense and serious training, being in the new league, made some of the girls leave 

before the age of 14. A few of them went for another sport, while the others left sport 

completely. Those, who at 14 still participated, continued because they enjoyed the activity 

and had their friends in the team. Some of them developed their capacity and reached a higher 

position in the team, identifying themselves as sports gymnasts or football players. About half 
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of the group developed an involvement during their early teens characterised by serious and 

vigorous engagement and the aim of winning.  

 In their mid-teens a group of girls felt that their earlier unquestioned position in the team 

was threatened. This meant e.g. a transition from being someone able to place the ball in the 

goal or perform a ‘flick-flack’, to someone not able to manage these feats any more. To 

handle this constraint they changed to another activity instead of staying and struggling to re-

gain their positions. The more successful ones received positive feedback in their team. They 

developed their sports’ identity as the goalkeeper or the front-girl. Their identity as somebody 

special within the sport was still more accentuated. Hence, they continued in their competitive 

sport. However, when the team was split some of them preferred the fellowship with the 

remaining girls to individual success.  

 Just a few of the 26 girls reached an involvement, characterised by serious and vigorous 

participation, identifying themselves as winners, and this being an important part of their self-

image.  

 

Conclusions 
As indicated by the interviews, taking part of organised sports activity during their teenage 

became an important part of the girls’ self-image, except for those who left early. Through 

participation they have created an identity characterised of physical activity and competence, 

whether participating in football or gymnastics. The knowledge about themselves as sport 

girls was built up through their own actions, together with the symbols and language of sport 

and was confirmed by the feedback from significant others and from their own bodies. The 

process was one of socialisation; to become a young woman in the context of the growing 

significance of sport. Their involvement, in terms of seriousness, vigour and identification 

changed over time due to different conditions and caused changes in their self-image. For the 

main part of them their involvement reached a peak between the ages 15 and 17. Only three 

girls continued with the aim to stay in the elite team. 

 Through the socialisation process the girls became aware of the seriousness of sport in 

terms of the demands of more energy and time put into the sport, and of a successful 

performance as a way of social ranking. Their knowledge about the explicit and implicit 

norms, rules and values in sport increased, which meant for those who stayed, that they got a 

special role in the team in relation to the others. At the same time coming into adolescence 

meant changed mental and physical conditions for the performance. The girls who had 
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difficulties fitting into their team, because of fast maturing, demanding parents, frequent 

injuries and so forth left the sport, and chose another activity, in which they felt more at ease 

and their self-confidence could raise. 

 Through their increased involvement the girls became aware of the discrepancy between 

the norms and values of sport and the way they viewed their situation as well as their needs as 

young females. They emphasised the cohesiveness of the team, personal relations to friends 

and coaches, physical well being through exercise and performance for joy and pleasure. This 

can be contrasted to the norms of sport. According to sports’ norms the individual 

achievement is prominent. The relations between the members of the team and the coaches 

are instrumental and rational. The body is viewed as an instrument to be used to reach 

ultimate performance and the performance is a way of establishing social order. The goal is to 

win.  

 The girls handled the conflict between the different value systems in various ways. Those 

heading for a further career in football and in the elite gymnastic team adopted the sports 

norms. The others solved the problem through choosing an activity less regulated and less 

judged by others. There was a difference between the gymnasts and the football girls, the 

latter forming a cohesive team keeping together for about five years. They seemed to handle 

the discrepancy between the different value systems through allowing themselves to be play-

ful girls in the team, hence, reducing the seriousness. When they were forced into the ladies 

team this strategy did not work any longer and they split.  

 The sports gymnasts seemed to be more affected by the decline in capacity during 

adolescence and the greater demand put on each one’s performance. The performance of 

every girl was judged individually, still forming a group, compared to the football players 

who were judged as a team.  The focus on appearance and competition was strong, resulting 

in dropouts among the sports gymnasts. Since being physically active was a significant part of 

their identity, however, they found ways of realising this through for instance aerobic, dance 

or jogging.  

 As shown in the article, organised sport could not accommodate the needs of the teenage 

girls, except a few, which resulted in less organised or other forms of physical exercise being 

more popular. The discrepancy between sports’ norms and values and their needs as young 

female affected their view of themselves, resulting in different choice of activity. They were 

looking for an alternative to being physically active in a less regulated way and without being 

judged against others.  
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 Our findings show that taking part in sport means an ongoing construction of an identity in 

relation to the growing knowledge of sport. Gaining knowledge of sport is an activity de-

manding serious participation, regulated performance and social ranking. In the light of the 

requirements of sport, feed back from their own bodies and the confirmation of their identity 

from significant others, the girls made ongoing decisions about increasing or decreasing their 

involvement. This should not be seen just as a reaction to reduced chances of success in com-

petitive, performance oriented sports, but as a conscious choice. Hence, the girls are position-

ing themselves as physical active females within the cultural and ideological context of the 

contemporary social world. 
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