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ABSTRACT

Attempting to enact both feminine and masculine gender-role norms may
cause to some psychological and physical problems. This issue is
concerned as gender-role conflict phenomenon in female athletes.
However, research findings did not support sufficiently this notion. The
purpose of this study was to explore the gender-role norms in the context
of soccer and experience of gender-role conflict as women who
participate in a traditional masculine sport such as soccer. 15 women
soccer players between the age of 19 and 32 years old on Iranian super
league were interviewed. The results indicated that women soccer
players perceived numerous discrepant gender-role norms in the context
of soccer. Also, it was explored three different types of gender-role
conflict. Participants used various strategies to manege and coping with
the gender role conflict. Overall, it is not an intense internal state of
conflict, and applying some of those strategies can help them avoiding
conflict.
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Extended Abstract

In the historical and traditional context, sports have always been considered as a
masculine activity (1, 2, 4), and according to the opinions of some experts, it is likely
that female athletes will follow masculine gender roles by continuing sports activities
(5, 6). They believe that women in masculine sports such as soccer are more likely to
experience gender role conflict (6-9). Gender role conflict is a psychological condition
in which gender roles have negative consequences for the person or others (10, 11).
A three functions model of norm

A theoretical model of the "three functions of the norms for a human action" states that
conflict in actions occurs when a person feels the difference between his/her norms
and the norms of the context; Or the simultaneous presence of inconsistent criteria
(norms) causes conflict and confusion in the individual (12). In other words, gender
role conflict occurs when people fail to fulfill their traditional feminine roles because
influence by the other reference groups (norms). This inference from conflict means
that gender role behaviors have two dimensions of femininity and masculinity for a
female athlete, which their criteria are placed in two opposite poles of a continuum.
Therefore, a woman is faced the norms of her female gender role defined by the
society and the norms of her masculine gender role, which are caused by the context
of sports (13). Since masculine and feminine gender roles require different and
contradictory behaviors (3, 14), a person gets lost in playing these roles and may
experience psychological distress (15).

According to the research conducted in this field, there are evidence that female
athletes reported more masculine gender role orientation than their non-athlete peers
(6, 8, 21). It has also been stated that female athletes have a lower level of femininity
than non-athletic women (22). On the other hand, female athletes perceived the
gender role conflict and experience the conflict to some extent (7, 23). Sage and
Loudermilk (1979) compared the degree of perceived and experienced gender role
conflict of female student athletes in masculine and feminine sports. These
researchers found that, although women in masculine sports had experienced more
conflict than their counterparts in feminine sports, no difference in the perception of
gender role conflict was observed among them (23). In another study, female soccer
players were under question about sexual orientation and under pressure for their
masculine appearance and body (24). However, previous studies have not determined
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how female soccer players cope with gender role norms and conflict. In addition, there
are still many questions and uncertainties in the studies and research literature on the
phenomenon of gender role conflict in female athletes. It seems that the construct of
gender role conflict is too complex to be easily explained by current psychological
theories. Therefore, in this qualitative study, at first was tried to discover the gender
role norms in soccer and then to identify the types of gender role conflicts related to
these norms in female soccer players. The questions raised from this study are:

1- What gender roles norms do female soccer players perceive in the soccer context?
2- Do they perceive gender role conflict when they face by conflicting norms in the
female soccer players?

3- How do female soccer players respond to the gender role conflicts?

For this purpose, 15 female soccer players aged 19 to 32 years of the Iranian Women's
Soccer League participated in an in-depth interview by using the Consensual
Qualitative Research (CQR) qualitative research method. Before each interview, the
participants completed the consent form. Also, while obtaining permission from the
participants to record the interview sessions, they were informed that their identity will
remain hidden. Several general questions were designed as a guide for the interview.
each interview lasting between 50 and 90 minutes. The initial form for interviews,
considering the importance of Role models (12,13) and social context (12, 28) in the
formation of norms; the importance of role models (12, 13) and social context (12, 28)
in the formation of norms; And the importance of social support for athletes (3, 29), the
identity of femininity and sportsmanship (6, 8, 24, 28), the Desired level of femininity
and athletic ability, and the attitude of femininity (27) were designed in the field of
experiencing gender role conflict. After completing the interview, the participants were
asked to complete the Bem Sex. Role Inventory (BSRI). This questionnaire was used
to establish a triangulation method along with two other sources of information,
including the estimation of the level of femininity (reported by the participants
themselves) and the type of observed conflict (reported by the coding group). In the
question of estimating the level of femininity, the participants were asked to estimate
their level of femininity from 1 to 10 (10 being the highest level of femininity and 1
being the lowest level of femininity). When the BSRI scores of the participants, the

estimation of the level of femininity and the type of observed conflict were compared,
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an overlap between these results was obtained, which supports the qualitative results
of this research.

The results obtained from the data were determined in three domains. The first domain
includes the types of “contradictory norms” that the participants were faced with them
in the soccer context. The second domain is related to the types of “gender role
conflict” that the participants perceived them. The third domain is related to the various
strategies used by female soccer players to manage gender role conflict. These
domains are:

Domain 1: Contradictory norms of gender roles in soccer

This domain refers to the developing norms in the female soccer context which is
conflict with the expected feminine gender role behaviors. These contradictory norms
divided into three categories of “objective behaviors”, “emotional-emotional behaviors”
and “cognitive-identity behaviors” and several different core structures. | the present
study, gender role norms were identified from two sources: a) soccer context and b)
role models (like soccer heroes). Bagheri (2016) acknowledges that norms are
determined through a) contexts, environments, socio-cultural networks and b)
individuals (role models, celebrities, heroes, favorites and idols); and it can be decisive
for a person's perception of things and himself/herself (12).

Domain 2: Gender role conflict

In this study, female soccer players experienced three types of gender role conflict
based on the acceptance of gender role norms depending on the type of context
(soccer or society: 1-"conflict with society norms", 2-"conflict with soccer and society
norms" and 3- "conflict with soccer norms".

In general, in the context of history, the experience of conflict (28, 38) and especially
gender role conflict has been seen as a multidimensional structure (23, 27, 28, 39,
40).

Domain 3: Managing gender role conflict

Participants used several strategies to cope with the experience of gender role conflict
(Table 3).
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Table3- core constructs in domain 3: managing gender role conflict

General Typical | Variant
Impact on Try to change the attitude X 8
society's norms Create support groups X 12
Direct opposition X 5
management the | Flexible gender roles X
intrapersonal and | Trivializing the views of X 11
interpersonal others
conflict Finding an environment X 13
where they are valued
Accept their limitations X 9
search and seek X 11
Feeling satisfied by change X 7
their gender role behaviors
Compatibility with | Enhance femininity X 8
society's norms Realistic attitude X 8
Downplaying the athletic role X 4

Obviously, Previous studies suggest that female athletes with gender role conflict
should withdraw from sports to resolve their conflict (3,12, 23). However, it seems that
the participants in this study were able to overcome all types of gender role conflicts
without withdrawing from soccer by using these strategies.

A better understanding of the gender role norms, gender role conflicts and how to deal
with them will help the experts and those involved in the field of women's sports to
reduce the barriers to the participation of talented women and girls in professional
sports and to minimize the possibility of mental and psychological injuries caused by
being in sports fields for them. It is also possible to develop appropriate topics to
increase the awareness of athletes to overcome the conflict and its related problems
and use them as main strategies in psychological counseling service centers, not only
for female professional athletes, but for all people who experience disapproval by
society's norms or face with conflicting social norms. However, to be surer of the

findings of this study need more research in the future.
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Figure 1- Process of data analysis in Consensual Qualitative Research (CQR) method
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