
WRESTLE LIKE A GIRL
THE EFFECT OF GENDER
STEREOTYPES ON
WOMEN'S PARTICIPATION
IN "MASCULINE SPORTS"

AUTHOR: EVA KANDOUL

EDITOR: LARA HAOUDI

MARCH 2021 



1 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wrestle like a girl: the effect of gender stereotypes on 

women’s participation in ‘masculine’ sports 

 

 

Eva Kandoul 

Reviewed by Lara Haoudi 

Gender Equity Research Team, 2020-2021 

 Sciences Po 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2 
 

Abstract: 

 In theory, women and men are equally able to access sports in Europe: that is, no law forbids 

girls from participating in a specific sport. In practice, gender stereotypes stand in the way, 

affecting men and women’s beliefs and behaviour. Not only do gender stereotypes lead people 

to comply with gender roles but transgressing them may lead to negative evaluation by peers. 

This article examines the effect of gender stereotypes on women’s participation in wrestling. 

Empirical studies show that while men are more likely than women to participate in ‘masculine 

sports’, the reverse is also true. European societies continue to perpetuate gender norms, leading 

to women’s marginalisation in the sports arena. By considering the role of peer attitudes and 

the social cost incurred as a female wrestler, this paper will highlight the mechanisms by which 

barriers to equal sports opportunities arise resulting from deeply ingrained gender stereotypes. 

If women are to have an equal role in society, a public policy should address the way girls and 

boys are socialized, promoting the notion of gender neutrality in sports.  
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Introduction 

Are women in Europe free to participate in any sport? The amount of progress towards 

gender equality in sports in the past decade is considerable. The Olympic games of Athens in 

2004 gave female wrestlers the right to compete alongside their male counterparts. But when 
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the International Commission for Female Wrestling (ICFW) was tasked to create rules for 

female wrestling competitions in December 1984, instead of creating the same rules, the ICFW 

first attempted to adapt the practice of wrestling to favour ‘female attributes’: ‘rather than 

competing in wrestling matches, women should be evaluated by their performance of the 

different holds in terms of grace and femininity’ suggested the Committee (Jomand et al., 2020). 

Wrestling is widely perceived as a masculine sport. Its feminization has posed challenges, as 

this discipline is connotated with strength and virility, attributes associated with men, reflecting 

the wider hegemonic masculinity which has discouraged women’s inclusion on the mat.  

Research shows that gender stereotypes create obstacles to women’s ability to exploit life 

opportunities, ‘promoting women’s self-limiting behaviour’ (Yi-Hsiu, Chen-Yueh, 2013). The 

European Institute for Gender Equality defines gender stereotypes as ‘preconceived ideas 

whereby females and males are arbitrarily assigned characteristics and roles determined and 

limited by their gender’. Not only do social constructions of masculinity and femininity affect 

female athletes’ access to masculine sports, but they also contribute to women’s 

underrepresentation within the sports arena on a more general basis. Resources, salaries, and 

access to sports facilities are examples of areas in which gender inequalities continue to persist, 

widening the gender gap and preventing women’s advancement. 

Sports participation is inherently related to gender stereotypes. Individuals ‘do gender’, which 

‘involves making use of discrete, well-defined bundles of behaviour (…) that produce 

recognizable enactments of masculinity and femininity (West, Zimmerman, 2007). Sport 

creates social interactions in which individuals perform gender appropriate and gender 

inappropriate behaviours. Women and men’s sport participation has therefore to be understood 

within the context of social and cultural norms. 

According to the 2014 OHCHR commissioner report ‘Gender Stereotypes and stereotyping and 

women’s rights’, a stereotype is ‘harmful when it limits women’s or men’s capacity to develop 

their personal abilities, pursue their professional careers and make choices about their lives and 

life plans’. Gender stereotypes are thus obstacles to women’s freedom to choose their own 

future. 

This paper aims to better understand the effect of gender stereotypes on sports participation, 

and female wrestling more specifically. Thus, we will seek to examine how gender 

representation reinforces the categorization of feminine and masculine sports. Peer attitude may 
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act as a deterrent to female participation in wrestling, contributing to reinforce traditional 

gendered perceptions of men and women’s place in society. The effect of stereotype threat on 

female athletes’ performance shall also be considered. Finally, our public policy proposals 

suggest promoting gender neutrality in sports among primary socialising agents. 

Male hegemony in the sports arena 

Female wrestlers’ integration and recognition has been marked by a struggle to defeat gender 

stereotypes. The social processes excluding women from sports more generally is described by 

Bryson (1987) as ‘masculine hegemony’. She demonstrates how sport enables the construction 

of male hegemony, promoting the negative evaluation of women’s athletic capabilities. By 

associating masculinity to ‘valued and visible skills’ and strength, sport inferiorizes women, as 

the less visible skills such as interpersonal relationships and nurturing are the least valued.  This 

echoes the European Institute for Gender Equality’s description of Gender stereotyping as ‘used 

to justify and maintain the historical relation of power of men over women as well as sexist 

attitudes.  

This social process which hampers female athletic performance begins to operate during early 

socialization when children are first transmitted gender norms and beliefs. In a study measuring 

sport masculinity, children were asked to pick a sports hero (WGWS, 1985). Results indicated 

that the overwhelming majority chose a male hero, whilst none of boys named a female. Hence, 

gender stereotypes may partially be used to explain the persisting association of sports 

performance with masculinity (Colley, Berman, and Van Milligen, 2005)  

The social burden of the female wrestler’s body 

The choice to become a female wrestler is not neutral and bears consequence on one’s 

interaction with others. Categorized as ‘masculine’, wrestling is perceived as ‘inappropriate’ 

for women. Evidence suggests that gender stereotypes shape individuals’ decision to engage in 

gender ‘appropriate’ sports as its characteristics determine the extent to which this behaviour is 

socially acceptable (Guillet et al., 2000). 

As Jomand et al. (2019) puts it, ‘Women defying gender norms risk being stigmatized both in 

their athletic practice and their appearance.’ Female wrestlers face a dilemma between nurturing 

a feminine body and developing a strong athletic body (Sisjord, Kristiansen, 2009). Wrestler’s 

muscles may represent a social burden for women as physical strength and ‘cauliflower ears’ -



5 
 

which may develop after years of training- conflicts with social representations of the female 

body.  Thus, it seems that social gender norms dissociate strength from femininity, pushing 

female wrestlers to choose between pursuing a professional career and conforming to social 

norms. 

Sisjord and Kristiansen’s study reveals the way female wrestlers use different strategies to 

appear feminine and ‘do gender’1. Makeup and long hair for instance enabled them to comply 

with social norms in their private life. Thus, whilst female wrestlers transgress social norms by 

fighting on the mat, they use feminizing strategies in their private life, showing a clear change 

of behaviour regarding gender roles depending on the context. 

We care about what others think 

Peer attitudes play a critical role in girls’ participation in sports. According to Ajzen’s Theory 

of Planned Behaviour (1991), one’s behaviour is determined by subjective norms 2and attitudes 

toward the behaviour. Individuals are motivated to comply with social norms if the intended 

behaviour is perceived to be encouraged by their peers (family, friends, teachers etc.).  

Empirical evidence supports this theory, establishing a strong correlation between peer attitudes 

and individuals’ sports participation. Applied to female wrestling, this theory suggests that the 

perceived low support towards female wrestling due to strong social gender norms would 

reduce a woman’s motivation to engage in that sport. This argument is supported by the 

concept, proposed by Jomand et al. (2019) that: 

“The peer pressure is to be feminine and to remain desirable in the eyes of men: a woman may 

be a wrestler, but above all she is a woman”. 

Furthermore, fear of negative evaluation by peers is another factor which discourages women 

to wrestle. Negative evaluation refers to ‘fears, concerns, or worries regarding negative 

evaluation from peers’ (La Greca & Lopez, 1998). Gender role conflicts resulting from the 

effect of gender stereotypes on sport participation will lead to negative peer attitudes. Evidence 

shows the positive correlation between fear of negative evaluation and gendered sport 

 
1 The concept of ‘doing gender’ refers to the social construction of gender. According to West and Zimmerman 

(2007), ‘Gender is not a set of traits, nor a variable, nor a role but the product of social doings of some sort (…). 
The outcome (of doing gender) is seen as gender-appropriate or, as the case may be, gender inappropriate’. 
2 Subjective Norms: ‘refers to the belief that an important person or group of people will approve and support 
a particular behaviour’ (Ham et al., 2015) 
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participation. This issue is more prevalent for girls than boys (Ridgers, Fazey, & Fairclough, 

2007), implying that they have higher levels of fear of negative evaluation, which lowers the 

likelihood that they will participate in gender-inappropriate sports such as wrestling or football. 

Stereotype threat and its impact on women’s athletic performance 

Not only do gender stereotypes affect the type of sports women engage in, but they also 

influence their sports performance. The notion of stereotype threat can be used to understand 

the effect of gender stereotypes on women’s athletic performance (Hively, Amani, 2014). Steele 

describes this phenomenon as occurring when ‘people perform worse at a task due to the 

pressure of a negative stereotype of their group’s performance. Hively and Amani (2014) 

examined men and women’s athletic performance under stereotype threat.  Female athletes 

underperformed in sports relative to men when told to think about their gender (inducing a 

stereotype threat). However, removing the stereotype threat by describing the task as gender 

neutral led men and women to perform equally well. Gender neutrality may therefore be useful 

to consider when designing public policy. 

Policy recommendations 

Gender stereotypes strongly affect individuals’ life outcomes and may cause unequal and unfair 

treatment. The strength of gender stereotypes depends on the depth of ingrained attitudes about 

which roles women and men are to play in society. Numerous laws have been passed against 

gender discrimination to guarantee equal opportunities for women in different spheres of life, 

including sports. Yet, women remain underrepresented in sports as preconceived ideas about 

their role in society, not only determine the nature of the sport they engage in but may also 

negatively affect their performance. Current legislation is insufficient to effectively address 

gender inequality in sports. As the OHCHR commissioned report- ‘Gender Stereotyping as a 

human rights violation’  

‘Moving beyond recognition that gender stereotyping is an obstacle to women’s rights to 

meaningful progress in implementing human rights obligations to address harmful stereotypes 

and wrongful stereotyping will require all of us – treaty bodies, special procedures, States 

Parties, civil society, academics and many others ‘. 

The Role of socializing agents 
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Tackling this prevalent issue and eradicating the practice of applying preconceived ideas about 

women and men will require changing primary socialising agents’ perception of gender roles. 

The importance of children’s socialisation in explaining mentalities cannot be overstated. 

Indeed, teachers and parents play a crucial role in children’s intention to participate in 

masculine/feminine sports. A child will learn the appropriate attitudes, values and norms during 

primary socialisation at home and in the classroom, interiorizing gender stereotypes. Parents, 

teachers and all the other socialising actors need to actively address unequal gender 

participation in sports by questioning their own role in perpetuating a narrative according to 

which girls and boys do not hold the same athletic abilities. The impact of gender stereotypes 

on girls’ lives can be lowered by changing educational attitudes and taking active steps to stress 

the benefits of combative sports for all.  

Awareness campaigns  

Given how deeply gendered attitudes are ingrained within society, changing the general 

public’s perception of women in sports is necessary, with the aim to convey the notion of gender 

neutrality in sports. The British This Girl can campaign, launched in 2015 by Sports England, 

aiming to empower women by inspiring them to get more active has significantly increased the 

number of women taking part in sports. Insights from the campaign established a relationship 

between fear of judgment and activity levels. By encouraging women to transgress societal 

norms holding them back from physical exercise and expressing their anxiety, the This Girl 

Can campaign positively influenced the portrayal of women in sports, leading to a positive 

behaviour change. An EU wide campaign could portray girls practicing ‘masculine’ sports and 

boys participating in ‘feminine’ sports as this could contribute to eradicating gender stereotypes 

in sports from an early age, creating a positive lifelong impact on individuals.  

Conclusion 

The struggle for wrestling to ‘feminize’3 demonstrates the extent to which gender norms affect 

individuals’ behaviour. The sport arena has been a place in which hegemonic masculinity is 

constructed, creating many barriers for female athletic performance to be recognized as such. 

Female athletic performance may be determined by early socialization as the transmission of 

gendered norms and beliefs begins. If female wrestlers transgress traditional gendered norms 

 
3 Feminization is described as ‘a process in which more and more women become involved in an activity where 
there are traditionally more men’ according to the Cambridge dictionary. 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/process
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/become
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/involved
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/activity
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/traditionally
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on the mat, they may ‘do gender’ by emphasizing their femininity in their private sphere. 

Humans are social animals: they get motivation from complying to social norms as these are 

perceived to be encouraged by peers. Gender stereotypes affect both women’s participation in 

sport and their athletic performance. Presenting all sports as gender neutral may be effective in 

addressing gender inequalities within sport. 

This paper highlights the need to integrate the notion of gender within sports policies. Gender 

analysis is critical to measuring progress towards gender equality in sports and effectively 

implementing public policy measures which address this critical issue. Further research is 

needed to understand the transmission of gender roles attitudes across the world and its 

implications for women’s participation in sports using a comparative approach. 
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