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ABSTRACT
Elite and semielite athletes commonly experience mental 
health concerns and disorders. Compared with men 
athletes, women athletes are at greater risk of a range of 
psychological stressors that contribute to health concerns 
and mental health disorders, which can impact their 
career satisfaction and longevity. In order to address 
and improve the mental health of women athletes, it is 
necessary to simultaneously tackle the gender specific 
psychosocial stressors that contribute to mental health 
outcomes. This narrative review examines the gender- 
specific stressors that affect mental health and well- 
being in women athletes, some of which are modifiable. 
Psychosocial stressors identified include exposure to 
violence, be it psychological, physical or sexual in nature, 
which can result in a myriad of acute and long- lasting 
symptoms; and inequities as reflected in pay disparities, 
under- representation in the media, fewer opportunities 
in leadership positions and implications associated with 
family planning and motherhood. Strategies to promote 
mental health in women athletes should be considered, 
and where possible, should proactively address gender- 
specific stressors likely to influence mental health in 
order to maximise positive outcomes in women athletes.

INTRODUCTION
Elite and semielite athletes are susceptible to a 
range of psychological stressors throughout their 
careers and commonly experience poor mental 
health and mental illness.1 The WHO conceptua-
lises mental health as a ‘state of well- being in which 
the individual realises his or her own abilities, can 
cope with the normal stresses of life, can work 
productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a 
contribution to his or her community’.2 Mental 
illnesses, on the other hand, are diagnosable health 
conditions involving changes in emotion, thinking 
or behaviour (or a combination of these) and are 
associated with distress and/or problems func-
tioning in social, work or family activities.3 The 
prevalence rates of mental illness in elite Australian 
athletes are high: particularly, in depression (27%), 
eating disorders (23%) and general psychological 
distress (17%).4 5 As many as 15% of elite athletes 
experience social anxiety, 7% experience gener-
alised anxiety disorder and 5% experience panic 
disorder.4 Moreover, injured athletes have higher 
symptoms of depression and anxiety disorders.5 
A recent study of the prevalence of mental health 
issues in the elite athlete population in the UK found 
that nearly 48% of the sample met the threshold 

WHAT IS ALREADY KNOWN ON THIS TOPIC
 ⇒ Athletes commonly experience mental health 
concerns and disorders.

 ⇒ Women athletes are at greater risk of a range 
of psychological stressors that contribute to 
health concerns and disorders.

 ⇒ Sports should address gender inequalities 
including pay disparities and under- 
representation in leadership positions.

 ⇒ The inequality that women athletes experience 
results from individual, interpersonal, 
organisational and social processes.

WHAT THIS STUDY ADDS
 ⇒ It is necessary to tackle the gender- specific 
psychosocial stressors that contribute to mental 
health outcomes.

 ⇒ Women athletes experience many psychological 
stressors, including motherhood/caretaker 
responsibilities, sexual abuse, media 
sexualisation, a lack of representation and 
coverage in media, disparity in wages, the 
possibility of sex verification procedures and 
access to fewer opportunities in leadership 
positions. While these have been previously 
reported, this review demonstrates the scope, 
intersectionality and diversity of the stressors 
experienced by women athletes.

 ⇒ There is a paucity of research examining athlete 
experiences during transition/retirement from 
elite sport; future research should explore the 
mental health of women athletes in life after 
sport.

 ⇒ Women athletes are not supported enough with 
regards to family planning and motherhood.

 ⇒ Sports governing bodies should consider 
strategies to promote mental health in women 
athletes.

HOW THIS STUDY MIGHT AFFECT RESEARCH, 
PRACTICE OR POLICY

 ⇒ Policies and practices to promote mental health 
in women athletes populations should consider 
the myriad of psychosocial stressors that 
impact athlete wellbeing including at the at the 
individual, interpersonal, organisational, socio- 
cultural environmental systems levels.

 ⇒ Polices should aim to address gender -specific 
stressors likely to influence mental health, 
including exposure to violence, inequality and 
motherhood, in order to maximise outcomes
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score for signs of anxiety/depression, while nearly 27% met the 
threshold for signs of distress. The study also found a signifi-
cant association between gender and signs of distress.6 Women 
athletes experience lower mental well- being than menathletes.7 
Even in the absence of a diagnosable mental illness, sub- clinical 
mental health symptoms that do not meet the threshold for a 
disorder in standard diagnostic systems, can have a significant 
impact on well- being.

Women elite and semielite athletes (hereafter referred to as 
‘women athletes’) are particularly at risk of experiencing mental 
health concerns and disorders. A recent cross- sectional obser-
vational study of adult athletes within a national elite sporting 
system showed that women athletes report higher rates of mental 
health symptoms, and lower rates of mental well- being. This 
work also shows that women report experiencing interpersonal 
conflict, financial hardship and adverse discrimination at higher 
rates than men athletes.8 Women athletes are twice as likely as 
men athletes to experience depressive symptoms,9 have higher 
rates of anxiety (including generalised anxiety disorder),5 and 
higher rates of eating disorders.9 The estimated prevalence of 
eating disorders and/or symptoms of disordered eating among 
athletes in general ranges from 6%–45% in women,10 which 
is considerably higher than in men (0%–19%).11 As many as 
60% of elite women athletes report experiencing body shaming 
pressure from coaches.12 Women and men athletes have less 
positive attitudes towards seeking help than non- athletes, due 
to perceived stigma and embarrassment, poor mental health 
literacy, and concerns over protection of their privacy.13

Stressors are any stimuli that cause stress or a state of psycho-
logical tension,3 where an environmental demand exceeds an 
individual’s natural coping capacity.14 Considering that women 
athletes are susceptible to a range of psychological stressors and 
mental illnesses, the International Olympic Committee (IOC) 
consensus statement (2019) recommends the development of 
strategies to overcome mental health stigma in all athlete popu-
lations.15 Moreover, the statement presents research showing 
that initiatives to promote mental health and treat mental disor-
ders among women athletes are urgently required as they may 
face being marginalised and stereotyped and experience unequal 
training opportunities and resources.15 These initiatives need 
to consider the range of gender specific psychosocial stressors 
that women athletes face, as well as the evidence that women 
and men athletes cope differently with performance- related 
stress in sport. That is, women athletes are more likely to seek 
social support for emotional reasons and increase their efforts to 
manage goal frustration, whereas men athletes experience higher 
levels of positive affect in response to performance- related 
stress.16

To address and improve the mental health of women athletes, 
this narrative review examines the gender- specific psychosocial 
stressors, defined as something that causes a state of strain or 
tension, impacting women athletes’ mental health and well- 
being. Although the focus of this review is specifically on gender, 
we recognise and make reference to other intersectional social 
factors that can augment the risks for reduced mental health 
for women athletes, for example, sexuality,17 race ethnicity,18 
disability19 and socioeconomic status.

With the aim of providing an inclusive and representative 
summary of the literature, we employ Bronfenbrenner’s ecolog-
ical systems theory,20 with modifications by Sallis et al21 to 
improve utility and application of the model in physical activity/
sporting contexts. This model specifies that human development 
and experience is influenced by a variety of proximally located 
individual, interpersonal, organisational and sociocultural 

environmental systems, however, all levels are not mutually 
exclusive and intersect in multiple and dynamic ways. In the 
current narrative review, identified gender- specific psychosocial 
stressors that have been shown to impact mental health among 
women elite and semielite athletes, are summarised according to 
systems. To best capture the current state and quality of research 
in this field, papers were not excluded based on quality assess-
ment, and thus, all identified relevant articles were included.

METHODS
We conducted a narrative review as we aimed to provide a 
general overview of the existing stressors impacting the mental 
health and well- being of women athletes, rather than to answer 
a focused research question or conduct an exhaustive litera-
ture review, as appropriate for a systematic or scoping review. 
The literature search in this narrative review focused on peer- 
reviewed research up until April 2022, published in books, jour-
nals and reports. Four databases were searched (PubMed, Web 
of Science, Scopus, Google Scholar). Search keywords included: 
‘sport*,’ ‘athlete*,’ AND ‘gender,’ ‘women,’ ‘female,’ AND 
‘leadership,’ ‘violence,’ ‘abuse,’ ‘sexual*,’ ‘media,’ ‘mother*,’ 
‘fertility,’ ‘salary,’ ‘mental health,’ ‘wellbeing,’ ‘stress’. All adult 
age groups were covered. Only literature that examined elite and 
semielite women athletes was included in the review. Searches 
only included studies published in English. Primary intervention 
studies, reviews and meta- analyses were included if they exam-
ined stressors experienced by elite and semielite women athletes. 
Quality assessment of included studies was not conducted and 
thus all eligible articles were included. There was no required 
age limit or location. Data were coded according to the specific 
stressor explored.

RESULTS
We identified several gender specific psychosocial stressors that 
affect women athletes’ mental health and well- being as shown in 
figure 1. For example, women athletes are more likely to expe-
rience violence, which can be classified according to the nature 
of the violence: psychological harassment and abuse, physical 
harassment and abuse, sexual harassment and abuse and neglect. 
Women athletes experience motherhood/carer responsibilities, 
sexual abuse,22 media sexualisation23 and a lack of representa-
tion and coverage in media,23–26 as well disparity in wages,27 
are subject to sex verification procedures, and have access to 
fewer opportunities in leadership positions.28 These psychoso-
cial stressors, as identified through the review process, have been 
grouped according to individual, interpersonal, organisational 
and sociocultural environmental systems, as per Bronfenbren-
ner’s and Sallis et al’s ecological systems approach.

Individual-level psychosocial stressors
Individual- level psychosocial stressors are those most proximal 
to women athletes and include personal, biological and psycho-
logical factors such as cognition, emotions, beliefs, values, exper-
tise and personality of the individual. Women athletes experience 
a range of individual level stressors related to family planning, 
motherhood and caring responsibilities.

Family planning, motherhood and caring responsibilities
Women athletes can face a compounding effect of physical and 
psychological stress relating to their fertility and family planning 
decision- making, particularly as it has been shown that women 
athletes end their career more often due to family- related reasons 
than men athletes.29
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The desire to have children while still wanting to succeed 
in their sporting career can be a source of significant stress.30 
Concerns about not wanting to ‘let the team down’ by taking 
time away to have a baby, decisions regarding freezing eggs, 
issues associated with irregular menstrual cycles, as well as 
fertility drugs and World Anti- Doping Agency compliance, 
represent a collective psychosocial stress for a growing number 
of women athletes that can impact their mental health as well as 
their fertility.30

Despite improvements being made towards gender equity in 
the workforce, women still undertake the majority of caring 
responsibilities for children. Combining motherhood and an 
elite sporting career is another potential stressor that women 
athletes may experience. There has been a near- total absence of 
research regarding the physiological, psychological and social 
aspects of athletes' postpartum return to sport.31 Some research 
shows however that the social expectations of motherhood can 
impede the re- entry of women elite athletes into their sport 
after having children, with many having to balance and juggle 
expectations of motherhood with training and competing.32 
Some have compared the re- entry process after childbirth to 
the re- entry after an injury, with both requiring a high level of 
‘mental strength’.33 Women athletes can also experience guilt 
when they return to sport after having children.34

There remains a level of conflict in the literature, however, 
with studies suggesting that an athletic identity may be incom-
patible with motherhood, and often results in women athletes’ 
withdrawal from sport.34 Others have reported that becoming 
a mother improved well- being as the athletes had something to 
find worth in beyond their athletic identity or that motherhood 
helped to expand and re- define their athletic identity.33

Violence against women in sport
Violence against women is common in sport. Studies show that 
athletes belonging to any minority (in terms of gender, ethnicity, 

sexuality or disability), as well as those athletes at higher levels 
of competition, experience greater incidence of violence in 
sport.22 35 36 Violence can be perpetuated by the athletes them-
selves (self- harming behaviours); by other people, such as those 
in positions of authority (eg, coaches), peers, fans and spectators 
(interpersonal violence, discussed below); or violence can arise 
from the ‘socioorganisational context of certain sport environ-
ments’ (page 228) (institutional violence, discussed below).35

Women athletes with certain profiles may also be at a higher 
risk, including those with low- self- esteem, eating disorders, and/
or an extreme dependence on a coach.22 35 While research into 
violence in sport remains in its infancy, early studies suggest 
similar trends in sport to those seen in other institutions (organi-
sational, family units, etc), namely that women experience higher 
instances of violence relative to their men counterparts.22 While 
gender is a risk factor for experiencing violence in sport, there 
are trends in the prevalence of the type of violence experienced 
by each gender, with boys experiencing more physical violence 
and girls experiencing more sexual violence.36

Interpersonal-level psychosocial stressors
Women athletes also experience a number of interpersonal- level 
psychosocial stressors. Socialrelational psychosocial stressors can 
be categorised at the interpersonal level. They often include a 
general perceived lack of support from social agents or nega-
tive interactions with colleagues, a significant other, friends 
or coaches and includes home, school or workplace/training 
settings.

Sexual harassment and exploitation
It is not uncommon that women athletes experience sexual 
harassment and exploitation.37 Cumulatively, the prevalence 
rates of sexual violence in sport fall somewhere between 1% and 
64%.38 However, most studies have used purposeful samples of 

Figure 1 Psychosocial stressors that affect women athletes’ mental health and well- being these psychosocial stressors influencing mental health 
among women athletes and identified through the review process, have been grouped according to individual, interpersonal, organisational and 
sociocultural environmental systems, as per Bronfenbrenner’s and Sallis et al’s ecological systems approach.20 21
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athletes from specific clubs, rather than the less powerful repre-
sentative samples. One study using a representative sample of 
adults from Belgium and Netherlands who had previously partic-
ipated in sport, indicated that 44% had experienced some form 
of violence in sport and 14% had specifically experienced sexual 
abuse. Sexual violence rates were higher in women.36 Other 
studies from individual countries have shown similar trends. 
Research with elite Swedish athletes revealed higher proportion 
of women experiencing sexual abuse in sport (16%) compared 
with men (4%).39

The mental health impacts of sexual violence, particularly 
when experienced as a child, are profound. Sexual harassment 
and abuse are well documented to result in serious and often 
ongoing mental disorders including clinical depression, post- 
traumatic stress disorder, obsessive–compulsive behaviours or 
disorder,40 eating disorders and higher rates of suicidal ideation, 
suicide attempts and completed suicides.41 Currently, there is 
not enough being done to protect women athletes from sexual 
violence. A recent socioecological review study found a lack of 
multilevel prevention practices within sport, including sexual 
violence prevention practices to protect children, and minimal 
programming aimed at preventing perpetration, and noted the 
need for policy level action, as well as the need for sport organ-
isations to prioritise sexual violence prevention in collaboration 
with national organisations.42

Cyber abuse against individual athletes
Cyber abuse against individual athletes is not uncommon among 
women athletes. Iterations of violence can also be perpetuated 
through the internet. In cyber abuse, comments are written by 
people directly to athletes on their social media platforms or 
similar. Cyber abuse (harassment and bullying) has proliferated 
most prominently at the time when mobile phones were readily 
connected to the Internet.43 Despite many studies demonstrating 
the extensive impacts of cyber bullying and harassment on mental 
health in children and non- athletes, there has been little research 
into the prevalence of cyber harassment and abuse specifically 
in sport.44 One prevalent form of cyber abuse towards women 
athletes is the sexualisation of their bodies. A recent analysis of 
social media commentary found that more than a quarter of 
all Facebook posts directed towards sportswomen were sexist 
(20%), blatantly sexualised women athletes (14%), were belit-
tling of women’s sports (20%), or were otherwise negative in 
nature with women athletes experiencing three times as many 
negative comments compared with men athletes (27% vs 
9%).45 A notable recent example of the sexualisation of women 
athletes’ bodies is demonstrated by the derogatory and sexual-
ised comments received by Australian Football League Women’s 
star, Tayla Harris, following the publication of a photograph of 
her kicking a football during a game. Harris told RSN radio, 
‘The comments I saw were sexual abuse, if you can call it that, 
because it was repulsive and it made me uncomfortable.’ ‘That 
is what I would consider sexual abuse on social media.’46 While 
there are no data available regarding the wider impact of online 
harassment on mental health outcomes among women athletes, 
athletes such as Tayla Harris did report that the harassment 
resulted in fears about safety.46

Overall, the resulting litany of mental health impacts from 
violence, coupled with the fact that elite and semielite women 
athletes are more at risk of violence, suggests that there is a need 
for a greater understanding of the psychosocial stressors asso-
ciated with instances of violence as well as the development of 
interventions to address the issue directly.

Organisational/structural-level psychosocial stressors
While historically there has been a focus on understanding 
and addressing individual or inter- personal stressors that nega-
tively impact women’s mental health, there is a need to explore 
stressors associated with the gendered environmental or struc-
tural practices within an organisation. Organisational/structural- 
level psychosocial stressors are those defined by organisational 
policies, job descriptions, professional practices, use of space and 
opportunities (or lack thereof) and comprise a great deal of the 
psychosocial stressors identified in the current review.

Family planning, motherhood and caring responsibilities
Family planning, motherhood and caring responsibilities can 
impact the mental health of women athletes. There is limited 
family support available for women elite and semielite athletes.33 
A recent study of analysis of interviews with 27 UK sports-
women reports that women athletes delay life plans due to a lack 
of financial well- being and do not feel supported to have chil-
dren by their club or sports body.47 Women athletes with child-
care responsibilities from the National Rugby League Women’s 
Premiership (Australia and New Zealand) report that they face 
distinct barriers and organisational policies are yet to account 
for the distinct needs of this cohort.48 Currently, there is a lack 
of structured support for elite pregnant athletes in terms of 
governmental funding/corporate sponsorship, resulting in uncer-
tainty surrounding pregnancy.49 Some sports such as netball and 
rugby now have pregnancy policies which give players employ-
ment certainty throughout pregnancy, as well as a guaran-
teed opportunity to claim back their spots and some financial 
support for tours or training. Cricket Australia guarantees a paid 
carer until the child is 4 years old,31 however, initiatives such 
as these to support women athletes in managing motherhood 
and a sporting career are lacking in many sports, and constitute 
another gender- specific stressor experienced by women elite and 
semielite athletes. Indeed, recent work has identified the critical 
importance of organisational culture in women athletes’ experi-
ence of motherhood in sport. Athletes have identified a need for 
role models who became pregnant and returned to elite sport, 
supportive networks including teammates and coaches. In the 
absence of a supportive organisational culture, women athletes 
report worry about disclosing pregnancy due to fear of being 
viewed as not dedicated to their sport, and therefore, delay 
disclosing this information until late in pregnancy. In contrast, 
this work reported that organisations with clear policies and 
regulations about the financial support for women athletes 
including eligibility requirements enabled athletes to make 
informed family planning decisions.50

Disparity of wages
Research shows that in non- athletes, when women earn a lower 
income compared with their men counterparts, the odds of 
experiencing depression are 2.43 times higher, and the odds of 
experiencing anxiety are four times higher than men. Conversely, 
women earning equivalent or higher incomes compared with 
their men counterparts report much lower anxiety, even among 
higher income earners.51 This demonstrates that pay disparity 
contributes to the onset of mental health problems, however, 
this is yet to be explored in athletes specifically. Women athletes 
consistently receive lower wages compared with men athletes. 
Even in tennis, where the prize money is equal in prestigious 
tournaments such as Grand Slam events, annual prize money for 
the top earners in the Women’s Tennis Association is roughly 
80 cents to the dollar top male earners in the Association of 
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Tennis Professionals.52 At the FIFA (Fédération Internationale de 
Football Association) Women’s World Cup in 2019, 24 nations 
competed for 7.5% of the total prize money awarded at the men’s 
2018 World Cup in Russia.53 During the Women’s 2019 World 
Cup, it was reported that the Australian national women soccer 
team, the Matildas, would receive $A1 million for reaching the 
knockout stages and $A4 million if they won the whole tour-
nament. This is in stark contrast to the Australian national 
men’s soccer team, the Socceroos, who received $A8 million 
for reaching the knockout stages of their 2018 World Cup.53 
Data from women athletes from the National Rugby League 
Women’s Premiership (Australia and New Zealand) shows that 
the introduction of player payments is accompanied by increased 
expectations of the employing clubs however athletes report 
that the level of remuneration is insufficient to cover training, 
travel, playing and community commitments.48 A recent anal-
ysis of interviews with 27 UK sportswomen reports that women 
athletes face unique financial challenges resulting from sport 
practices which limit participation and representation and that 
financial well- being impacted overall well- being, particularly 
among women playing team sports.47 This gender disparity in 
financial security is a global issue that has recently seen a number 
of Professional Players Associations lobby international sporting 
federations, such as FIFA, for equal pay. In late 2019, Football 
Australia forged a landmark deal to close the pay gap between 
the Matildas and the Socceroos.54 In the USA, the national 
women’s soccer team sued and recently settled with the coun-
try’s soccer federation overpay equity and working conditions, 
filing a gender discrimination lawsuit to address gender dispar-
ities in pay, training and travel conditions, medical treatments 
and coaching received.55 In acknowledgement of widespread 
disparity in wages between women and men athletes, Australian 
sporting chief executives of leading sports organisations have 
released a plan to advance equal pay for elite women athletes.56

Women in sport leadership roles
The relationship between a lack of representative leadership and 
mental health in women athletes has not been well explored. It 
would be useful for future research to explore if the systematic 
barriers in career opportunities for women in sport influence 
the mental health and well- being of women athletes. Notwith-
standing the growing number of women and girls participating 
in sport, women continue to be underrepresented in sport lead-
ership positions.57 A recent narrative review reports that women 
continue to be under- represented in leadership positions in sport 
across the world.58 Even where gender equity policies do exist, 
tangible actions to pursue or create gender equity are more 
limited.58 In a recent study assessing gender equality in 56 Cana-
dian universities from 2010 to 2017, gender inequality was found 
in both employment in leadership positions and the opportunity 
for women athletes to participate as an athlete, resulting from a 
lack of implementation of gender equity policies.59

In Canada, only 9 of the 54 national teams have women head 
coaches (16%); and at the 2016 Olympic Games there were only 
6% women coaches, down from 19% at the London 2012 Olym-
pics.60 Likewise, the Australian national team at the 2016 Olym-
pics was represented by 9% women coaches, down from 12% at 
the 2012 Olympic Games.61

In addition to coaching, the organisational demography of 
leadership positions within national Olympic governing bodies 
is also highly skewed to male leaders.57 While there is limited 
research on the impediments to women athletes assuming 
leadership roles in sport, global business giants such as Ernst 

& Young have recognised the unique potential of elite women 
athletes to become exceptional leaders after retirement from 
playing competitive sport.62 Sporting organisations such as 
the Australian Institute of Sport have recently launched inten-
sive leadership development programmes to further address 
the under- representation of women in sport leadership posi-
tions.61 These programmes shine a light on systemic imbalances, 
promote new pathway opportunities into sport leadership and 
have the potential to create valuable new role models. In turn, 
this may have a positive impact on the mental health and well- 
being of women athletes.

Sex verification
Women are routinely subjected to sex verification testing in 
sport, which is not conducted on athletes competing in the men’s 
category. Between 1968 and 1999, the IOC required all women 
competing in the Olympic games to undergo genetic testing as 
part of its sex verification policy, under the assumption that there 
was a need to prevent men from impersonating women and 
competing in women- only events.63 In 2011, the IOC adopted 
a new policy on female hyperandrogenism, which established 
an upper hormonal limit of testosterone for athletes eligible to 
compete in women sporting events63 However, a study of post-
competition hormonal levels between men and women elite 
athletes showed considerable overlap between the sexes, and 
that 16.5% of men athletes had low testosterone levels, whereas 
13.7% of women athletes had high levels,64 indicating no clear 
separation between the testosterone levels of men and women 
elite athletes.64 Since this time, excluding women athletes on the 
basis of a serum testosterone levels has been considered unethical 
and ceased to occur during the 2016 Rio Olympics.65 Presently, 
the IOC and the International Association of Athletics Federa-
tions have set upper limits on acceptable testosterone levels for 
women to compete, which some authors have argued is based 
on flawed scientific foundation, which is a complex issue and 
beyond the scope of the current review, for further information 
on the scientific debate, see Roger et al.1 The recently released 
‘IOC Framework on Fairness, Inclusion and Non- discrimination 
on the Basis of Gender Identify and Sex Variations,’ states that 
where sports organisations choose to establish eligibility criteria 
in order to determine the participation conditions for men’s and 
women’s categories for specific contests in high- level organ-
ised sports competitions, that the criteria should be established 
and applied in a manner that respects the principles included 
in the Framework. These principles are inclusion, prevention of 
harm, non- discrimination, fairness, no presumption of advan-
tage, primacy of health and bodily autonomy (which states that 
Athletes should never be pressured by an International Federa-
tion, sports organisation, or any other party to undergo medi-
cally unnecessary procedures or treatment to meet eligibility 
criteria).66

Research that has addressed sex testing from regulatory67 and 
sociological68 standpoints has highlighted the potential impact 
on athletes undergoing the testing or who are under suspicion 
of having high testosterone. Bekker and Kolanyane- Kesupile and 
Bekker and Posbergh highlight that sports organisational policy 
can be a mechanism for unintentional and intentional organi-
sational violence that leads to poor mental health outcomes 
for athletes.69 70 These authors state that requiring women to 
unnecessarily take medications to lower their testosterone levels 
is problematic from an ethical and medical standpoint and if a 
form of institutional violence and systemic discrimination.70
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A recent Human Rights Watch report states that human rights 
violations related to sex verification in sport have taken place 
under the veneer of evidence- based policies of sport governing 
bodies, and these include violations of athlete privacy and 
dignity and coercion to undergo medical interventions. This 
report notes that the practices have significant mental health 
impacts on women athletes, including suicide attempts, feelings 
of shame, self- questioning, shame and withdrawal from sport.71

Sociocultural-level psychosocial stressors
Women athletes experience a number of sociocultural- level 
psychosocial stressors, which can include norms and cultural 
systems that indirectly affect women athletes, for example, 
gender stereotypes associated with traditional femininity and 
leadership. These are discussed below.

Media coverage
The impact of the general portrayal of women in sport in main-
stream media on the mental health of women athletes is unde-
termined and a valuable area for future research. What is known 
is that media and tpublic relations are crucial elements that 
shape public knowledge about, and understanding of, sports and 
athletes. Those who write about sports are often those who shape 
public opinion about important issues in sport. A wide body of 
research demonstrates that mass media coverage of women in 
sport is greatly underrepresented.23–26 A recent systematic review 
of the coverage of women sport at the Olympic Games showed a 
lack of fairness in the amount of media coverage women’s sports 
received, coupled with gender differentiation in the representa-
tion of women’s sport.72 In fact, coverage for women in sport in 
the USA has declined over the last 30 years, in 2010 less than 5% 
of all broadcast sport media pertained to women athletes.73 Simi-
larly in Australia, coverage of men playing sport comprises 81% 
of television (TV) sports news coverage, compared with women 
playing sport at 8.7%, this percentage was a decline from a 
decade earlier of 11%.74 More recently in Australia, however, 
overcoming barriers to engagement of women playing sport has 
become a priority. A free- to- air broadcasting strategy was devel-
oped and executed as public survey shows that 48% of people 
acknowledged they would watch more women playing sport if 
it was accessible on free- to- air TV or free online.75 In North 
America, the total sport media coverage of women playing sport 
is 2%,76 despite women making up 40% of all sport partici-
pants.77 Furthermore, women athletes who participate in sports 
considered to be ‘feminine- appropriate,’ such as gymnastics, 
figure skating and tennis generally receive more media coverage 
than women athletes participating in traditionally ‘masculine’ 
team sports, such as ice hockey or rugby.25 78 There is however 
some research indicating a shift in coverage of women playing 
sport. One recent study reports that the 2015 FIFA Women’s 
World Cup received a significant amount of English newspaper 
coverage that was largely positive, which may indicate moving 
towards a new age of media coverage of women playing sport in 
the UK towards greater gender equality.79

When women athletes do receive media coverage, this can 
often be ambivalent coverage, of which the impact on mental 
health outcomes among women athletes is currently unknown. 
Ambivalent coverage is that which diminishes the sporting 
achievements of athletes by shifting focus away from their 
athletic success by pairing positive statements with statements 
focusing on faults or aspects unrelated to sport that undermine 
athleticism.80 It is a well- documented sport media pattern which 
marginalises and trivialises women athletes.80 81 An analysis of 

articles published by  ESPN. com and  ESPNW. com found that 
59% of articles published about women athletes were ambiv-
alently framed, while only 11% of articles published about 
men athletes were ambivalently framed.82 A recent example is 
the tennis player Eugenie Bouchard being asked to ‘twirl’ (to 
spin around in a circle) on court in 2015 by the male presenter 
conducting her on- court interview at the Australian Open.83 
These are overt examples of redirection away from the athlete’s 
performance and, in this particular example, also an example of 
sexualisation of the athlete’s physique and femininity, entirely 
unrelated to the sport (a form of violence). The impact of ambiva-
lent coverage on mental health outcomes among women athletes 
has not been studied, however, it is reasonable to propose that 
published diminishment of sporting achievements is likely to 
result in psychological distress for women athletes.

Sexualisation in the mainstream media
When women are represented in sport, how the media chooses 
to portray athletes can have a profound effect on the collective 
response to them. For example, images which focus on depicting 
women athletes’ athletic intensity and performance can legitimise 
them as role models for adolescent girls.84 However, a plethora 
of research shows that women are more often portrayed in a 
sexualised manner by the media, with reports focusing on their 
physical characteristics, questioning their femininity, or even 
blatantly depicting them as sex objects.23 78

Findings consistently indicate that although sexualised women 
athletes are often rated as more attractive, desirable or sexual, 
they are also seen as less capable, as having less athletic ability, 
having lower intelligence and as having less self- respect than non- 
sexualised women athletes.85 The sexualised portrayal of women 
athletes can have substantial social and economic outcomes in 
terms of the general acceptance of women athletes in society and 
their marketability as elite athletes.86

On a society level, after viewing sexualised images of women 
athletes, girls, women and men make objectified appraisals of 
the athletes and themselves, as well a critique of women’s status 
in society.84 In general, just the viewing of sexualised images 
results in higher levels of body dissatisfaction, greater self- 
objectification, greater support of sexist beliefs and of adversarial 
sexual beliefs, and greater tolerance of sexual violence towards 
women.87 Thus, the sexualisation of women athletes can harm 
not only the athletes themselves but also have wide reaching 
detrimental effects within the community. As such, the sexual-
ised portrayal of women in the media can be conceptualised as 
a form of institutional violence, as it provides a culture in which 
sexualisation of women’s bodies is normalised and provides an 
environment in which sexual abuse can also be normalised.

LIMITATIONS
A limitation of the current study is that the topics covered, 
although important, are not exhaustive, as we took a narrative 
approach rather an exhaustive scoping review approach. In 
future work and in order to better understand the psychosocial 
stressors influencing mental health among elite and semielite 
women athletes, it would be valuable to conduct a more system-
atic exploration of the literature, such as through a scoping 
review following Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 
Reviews and Meta- Analyses guidelines.88

Gaps in research and future directions
Research demonstrates that psychosocial stressors such as 
violence and inequality can have detrimental effects on mental 
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health. However, insufficient research has been conducted to 
assess the impact of these psychosocial stressors on the mental 
health of women athletes. This is a key area of future inquiry, 
for which the learnings will be important for informing future 
policy and practice with regard to protecting and enhancing 
the well- being and careers of women in sport. In doing so, it is 
important to partner with survivors of abuse in sport when deliv-
ering safeguarding initiatives and this should be underpinned by 
a framework to support safe and effective survivor engagement 
in these initiatives.89

The impact of the abovementioned psychosocial stressors on 
women’s participation in sport is unknown. Women have overall 
lower participation rates in sports compared with men. Indeed, 
27% of men engage in sport- related activities, which include, 
team sports, athletics, swimming, cycling, golf, etc, compared 
with 11% of women.90 The Women’s Sports Foundation 2011 
report shows that girls are often faced with a lack of positive 
role models, fewer opportunities and a watered- down quality of 
sports available to them.91 The wider reaching impact of gender- 
specific stressors of sports participation in girls and women is a 
valuable area of future inquiry given that local governments are 
pushing initiatives to increase sports participation among girls 
and women.

This review also highlights a paucity of research examining a 
single gender athletes’ experiences of transition/retirement from 
elite sport, however the search terms used in the current study 
were not designed to highlight retirement related concerns and 
therefore future research should explore the mental health of 
women athletes in life after sport. One recent study involving 
athletes and coaches, and managers/executives from the Australia 
and New Zealand National Rugby League Women’s Premier-
ship reports that the policies and practices with the greatest 
positive impact for the women players include child- care provi-
sion, development of an inclusive team and club culture, and 
providing coaching, training and support specifically tailored to 
meet women’s needs.48 This current review does not evaluate 
the quality of the reviewed literature nor consider the volume 
of work supporting the impact of the reviewed psychosocial 
stressors on mental health and well- being.

Of note as well, sport is structured around the gender binary, 
and, as a consequence, much of the literature surrounding sport 
follows this same structure.92 The recent Swimming’s world 
governing body, FINA rulings to restrict the participation of 
transgender athletes in elite women’s competitions and create 
a working group to establish an ‘open’ category for transgender 
athletes in some events as part of its new policy, have further 
prescribed the gender binary nature of competitive sport, 
creating barriers for trans women and significant sex verifica-
tion procedures for women competitive athletes as a whole.93 
While the present review highlights some of the challenges that 
women experience (cis women as well as non- cis women), such 
as sex verification, it is abundantly clear that issues impacting 
women athlete’s health need to be understood beyond the 
current gender binary. We further acknowledge that many of the 
other psychosocial stressors exists across and beyond the gender 
binary, with those women who are trans, queer or even those 
who are non- binary often experiencing higher rates of interper-
sonal and sports related violence.36 94 95

In the current work, we have not explored sexuality and how 
this may impact well- being among women athletes, including 
how sexuality intersects with inclusion.96 We have not explored 
the impact of athlete age on the stressors women have, or 
currently experience. Further, we acknowledge that stressors 
may change over time as the structure and culture of women’s 

sports also changes. This is an important area for further inves-
tigation and an in- depth exploration of temporality, culture 
and women athletes’ mental health is warranted. These are all 
important areas for further investigation and merit an in- depth 
exploration in future work.

Finally, recent research reports that even though women 
athletes report more specific mental health symptoms and 
adverse life events, that there are no gender differences in 
psychological distress, life satisfaction or mental illness. These 
authors reported that a range of other factors, such as self- esteem 
and gender- specific factors, are associated with mental health 
concerns in athletes, and therefore, future research should better 
explore these gender differences and aim to develop approaches 
to reduce exposure to potential risk factors among athletes.8 
Our findings highlight the need to incorporate gender- specific 
responses and supports into mental health position statements.

CONCLUSION
The current review highlights that women elite and semielite 
athletes are exposed to a range of gender- specific psychoso-
cial stressors that place them at particular risk of experiencing 
mental health concerns and developing mental disorders. For 
example, women athletes are particularly likely to experience 
some forms of violence, which can result in a myriad of acute 
and chronic mental ill health symptoms. Gender inequality is 
also prevalent within sports structure and culture at almost every 
level. The organisational and social climate in sport can impact 
women athletes’ mental health as a result of disparity in wages, 
sex verification policies, decreased opportunities in leadership 
positions and media under- representation and lack of provi-
sion for caring responsibilities. The collective impact of these 
psychosocial stressors on mental health outcomes needs to be 
further explored. Strategies to promote mental health in women 
athlete populations at the individual, interpersonal, organisa-
tional and sociocultural environmental systems levels should be 
considered and where possible, should address gender- specific 
stressors likely to influence mental health, including exposure 
to violence, inequality and motherhood, in order to maximise 
outcomes.
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